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Abstract
The reauthorized No Child Left Behind requirement for annual state-mandated student
examinations led some teachers to believe that they must teach solely for test preparation.
This case study explored teachers’ perceptions of preparing students for the statemandated tests at an economically disadvantaged high school in the southeastern United
States. Ten teachers were interviewed to understand their perceptions of “teaching to the
test,” feelings of pressure and stress, motivation to teach, and recommendations for
integration of creative teaching strategies. The researcher collected demographic data,
such as gender, grades taught, and subjects taught, and manually calculated frequencies
and percentages. With an electronic software program for qualitative data management,
the researcher analyzed the data manually by iterative review of the interview transcripts
for codes and themes. Teachers’ perceptions of standardized test preparation were both
positive and negative. Preparation fostered discipline and content mastery but inhibited
teacher creativity and stressed students. Teachers experienced pressure and stress with
unhealthy physical reactions, lack of competence, and responsibility to students.
Teachers’ motivations were both positive and negative. Some experienced increased selfefficacy, and other experienced decreased motivation; commitment to students; and
inadequate institutional support. Teachers recommended incorporation of creative
teaching strategies and professional development (PD) programs. Findings led to a PD
for addressing the problems and creative strategies (e.g., reciprocal teaching, graphic
organizers). Findings may help teachers reduce negative feelings toward standardized test
preparation and use innovative strategies for students’ more effective learning.
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Section 1: The Problem
Introduction
At the local study school, teachers believe that they are “teaching to the test” to
ensure that their students meet state-mandated standardized test scores, which affects
their motivation (Longo, 2010, p. 54). Pressures of accountability and the frustrations of
teaching to the requirements rather than fostering student creativity and critical thinking
lead teachers to become stressed. They may lose motivation to teach (Donnelly & Sadler,
2009; Finnegan & Gross, 2007; Gutierrez, 2014; Smith & Kovacs, 2011). Adequate
student scores on state-mandated standardized tests, also called high stakes testing, have
become the focus of much classroom teaching (Bhattacharyya, Junot, & Clark, 2013;
Jones, 2007; National Center for Education Statistics, 2014; Rubin, 2011).
In compliance with No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2002), local schools made
efforts to raise educational standards so that all children receive quality instruction
(Spellings, 2007). Recent policy changes with regard to NCLB and standardized testing
were instituted with the Obama administration’s Elementary and Secondary Education
Act flexibility package (U.S. Department of Education, 2012), which was reauthorized in
2013 (Scott, 2013). Lawmakers in most states have mandated high stakes standardized
tests (Hout, Elliot, & Frueh, 2012). These tests are given annually to students in Grades 3
through 11.
The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) provided alternative
means to NCLB for state assessments and accountability, with the focus on alignment
with standards that promote readiness for college and careers (U. S. Department of
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Education, 2012). Schools that were categorized in the bottom 5% of performance were
awarded funds from the School Improvement Grant, which is an entity of the American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009. Significant funds were distributed to states by a
formula based on the state’s Title I, Section 1003(g), of the ESEA. Schools that were
awarded these funds were required to adopt intervention models that would help improve
student performance in the classroom (U.S. Department of Education, 2011, 2012).
The intervention model adopted by the local school district in this study was the
transformation model. This model required that the principal be replaced, that the district
create or adopt a teacher and leader evaluation (M-STAR), that the school introduce
significant instructional reforms (consultants were hired) and increase learning time (the
school day was extended to 4:00 p.m.), and that the school provide sufficient operational
flexibility and support (Mississippi Department of Education, 2012). Despite the changes
and improvement, many teachers still experience the pressure of the requirement to teach
to the test (Longo, 2010). This method is primarily composed of highly systematized,
often rote “low-level, drill-and-skill-building instruction in place of an integrated,
meaning-based approach” to content (Assaf, 2006, p. 158). With these methods, teachers
focus their teaching efforts and strategies on prescribed student achievement rather than
more creative teaching methods (Finnegan, 2010).
At the project study school and many others, as well as internationally (Kuehn,
2010), standardized testing has remained and will likely remain in various forms
(Nichols, Glass, & Berliner, 2012). The impact of NCLB and requirements for annual
school and district improvement (adequate yearly progress [AYP]) remain in effect. If the
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students’ test scores do not improve, and thereby the school and district reports, penalties
to schools and teachers are imposed (Hemelt, 2011; Mathis, 2006) within the project
study school.
However, the penalties may be slightly different for schools. For example, schools
will no longer be required to meet 100% proficiency. Schools will no longer be labeled in
Title I School Improvement for not meeting AYP, and schools will no longer be required
to provide Supplemental Educational Services and Public School Choice if in
improvement stages (Mississippi Department of Education, 2012). Neither will schools
be limited to spending funds received for extended day or year programs (Mississippi
Department of Education, 2012).
Problem Statement
At the high school under study, teachers’ attitudes toward high stakes testing have
had a negative effect on their teaching practices (G. Greenwood, personal
communication, March 28, 2014). The teachers have been dealing with pressure and
stress in this mode of teaching, and many have lost their motivation to teach (G.
Greenwood, personal communication, March 28, 2014). Some have left the study school
and the profession, taking early retirement or transitioning into other careers. When
teachers leave the school because of unforeseen reasons, students are affected in negative
ways in the classroom. The effects result in lower test scores in mathematics and English
language arts (Ronfeldt, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2013).
Because of teachers’ attrition, students have become disheartened, confused by
substitute teachers, and less motivated to learn (G. Greenwood, personal communication,
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March 28, 2014). Students do not complete homework assignments that would help them
achieve higher standardized test scores and must adjust to new teachers, which may
interrupt their continuum of learning (R. Grierson, personal communication, February 14,
2014). The students who are in classes that require a state test are taught by new teachers
who have little or no teaching experience, or the students may have substitute teachers
who have no qualifications in the subject area (R. Grierson, personal communication,
February 14, 2014). Students become reluctant to perform at a high level because they
believe the teacher is not qualified to be in the classroom, their grades may decrease, and
they may lose interest (G. Greenwood, personal communication, March 28, 2014).
Schools that are designated as low performing and are at risk of failure, such as
the high school under study, may have additional constraints placed upon them through
the NCLB regulations (Thomas, 2013; U.S. Department of Education, 2014). The study
school was placed under guidelines that were identified through NCLB regulations to
help improve student achievement. The study school chose to adhere to such regulations
in order to apply for Title I funds that would be used to help with school improvement (R.
Grierson, personal communication, February 14, 2014).
The school and district are accountable to the community, including parents and
students. School and district policies, such as the mandates to teach to the test and
inflexible and narrow curriculum criteria, may not support the teachers’ desires to teach
effectively and instead add to their frustrations, pressures, and decreased motivations. In
turn, students may not learn effectively and score low on the state-mandated tests.
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Evidence of the Problem at the Local Level
Student scores. At the high school under study, the state Subject Area Testing
Program (SATP) mandates student mastery of minimum academic skills with
standardized tests in English II, Algebra I, Biology I, and U.S. History (Mississippi
Department of Education, 2013). Student passing rates in the state-mandated tests in
these four subjects have remained low or declined in the last several years (Mississippi
Department of Education, 2010). In English II, the percentage of students passing
remained at 51.9% from 2007-2008 to 2009-2009, dipping in 2008-2009 to 43.9%. In
Algebra I, the percentages were between 61.5% and 68.7% for all 3 years. In Biology I,
the percentages declined from 90.5% in 2008-2009 to 71.1% in 2009-2010. In U.S.
History, the percentages declined from 94.0% in 2007-2008 to 82.1% in 2009-2010
(Mississippi Department of Education, 2010). For the local school district in English II,
the percentage of students passing increased from 51.9% in 2009-2010 to 54.5% in 20102011. In Algebra I, the percentages increased from 66.7% in 2009-2010 to 83.7% in
2010-2011. In Biology I, the percentages were 71.1% in 2009-2010, with a decrease of
58.8% in 2010-2011. In U. S. History, the percentages increased to 90.7% in 20102011(Mississippi Department of Education, 2014).).
These data indicate that the test scores fluctuated throughout each tested area. The
percentages were especially low in English II and Algebra I. The percentages in Biology
I were higher than in the previous subjects but still declined. The percentages in U.S.
History were lower in 2007-2008 but higher in 2009-2010. Except for the increase in
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U.S. History, the percentages of scores support the low achievement of students in these
four subjects.
Effects on teachers. At the study high school, the low student scores put
increased pressure and stress on the faculty and staff. For example, the Mississippi
Department of Education (2014) required the school to make changes aimed at enhancing
student achievement. With a memo to the school’s 18 certified teachers, the high school
principal affirmed the district’s policy not to renew three of the five subject area teachers
and to place two of the remaining subject area teachers on an improvement plan teaching
staff (R. Grierson, personal communication, February 7, 2014). Many requirements were
placed on the teachers, including evidence of professional and student growth weekly,
with benchmark assessments and well-developed lesson presentations, frequent strategy
meetings, and regular telephone consultations with parents (R. Grierson, personal
communication, February 7, 2014). The teachers were required to teach more rapidly and
cover more standardized test content during their instruction (R. Grierson, personal
communication, February 7, 2014).
Teachers who failed to fulfill any of these requirements were reprimanded,
suspended, or even terminated, depending on the gravity of the violation (R. Grierson,
personal communication, February 7, 2014). Because of such demands, two English
teachers left the school for other careers, and one history teacher took early retirement.
Moreover, teacher attrition rates have doubled in the last 5 years (G. Greenwood,
personal communication, March 28, 2014).
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As a result of these changes, the remaining teachers were asked to present their
written goals for the semester, and these goals were shared at the end of each semester.
Some teachers stated that they would work at trying to complete all objectives per the
mandated tests before the end of the semester (R. Grierson, personal communication,
February 14, 2014). These promises placed stress and pressure on the teachers’ classroom
performances, and the stresses were reflected on the evaluations of teachers conducted by
the principal (R. Grierson, personal communication, March 25, 2014). The evaluations
confirmed that teachers who felt constrained to teach to the test may experience
incompetence and ineffectiveness in teaching in rote modes, and they lost their
motivation for teaching creatively (R. Grierson, personal communication, March 25,
2014).
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore high school teachers’
perceptions of the required state standardized testing and its effects on their teaching. In
the findings, I discovered teachers’ pressure, stress, and motivations for teaching, as well
as their recommendations for improvement, in an economically disadvantaged high
school in the Southeastern United States. Because of their stated needs, a professional
development (PD) program was created for delivery during the late summer (Appendix
A). This study and the PD should contribute to the understanding of teachers’ lived
experiences of state-mandated student test preparation. Based on their suggestions for
more satisfying and effective teaching, the PD should help meet their needs for
integrating requirements with more creative teaching strategies.
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Evidence of the Problem from the Professional Literature
Some research has been conducted on teachers’ perceptions about teaching
exclusively to the mandated requirements and their thoughts about pressure and stress in
this regard, as well as the influence of the requirements on their motivation. Scholars who
have conducted studies on teachers’ viewpoints about high stakes testing (Al-Fadhli &
Singh, 2010; Donnelly & Sadler, 2009; Jones & Egley, 2004) have indicated that teachers
experience pressure, stress, and a lack of motivation to teach in meaningful ways.
Teachers have reported experiencing these feelings because they are offered career
incentives for high student scores and possible severe sanctions for low student scores
(Assaf, 2006, 2008; Brumback, 2013; Gabriel, 2010).
Pressure and stress. Teachers have reported that they experience pressure to
improve test scores (Bhattacharyya et al., 2013; Tienken & Zhao, 2013). As of 2013, 38
states and the District of Columbia were cited when it was discovered that teachers were
cheating by falsifying test scores to reflect student improvement (Gutierrez, 2014;
Schaeffer, 2013). The district superintendent of Georgia at the time of a recent cheating
scandal commented, “When you add in performance pay and your evaluation could
possibly be predicated on how well your kids do testing-wise, it’s just an enormous
amount of pressure” (Gabriel, 2010, p. 4). This observation indicates that teachers’
preparation of students for state-mandated tests involve more than helping the students
achieve high scores. Teachers are judged and compensated or penalized in pay and
teaching evaluations by administrators based on their students’ performances on the tests.
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Increased accountability leads to increasing stress for teachers, which may be
related to more teachers leaving the profession (Berryhill, Linney, & Fromewick, 2009).
Stress from results-driven teaching may also lead to teachers adhering to policies in
minimal or superficial ways and to a sense of frustration and loss of control, as teachers
believe they lose their sense of autonomy. Perryman, Ball, Maguire, and Braun (2011)
described the perceptions of British teachers regarding annual reporting of student results.
“It is this belief of jumping through hoops in order to meet targets that can lead to
teachers’ sense of emotional dissonance as they lose their sense of professional
independence” (Perryman et al., 2011, p. 186). This observation reveals that British
teachers preparing student annual reporting felt constrained in their teaching and unable
to institute their own curricula in favor of adhering to the mandated outlines and materials
only. The teachers’ feelings were similar to those of the teachers in the present study—
loss of morale and feelings of constraint—as indicated by preliminary evidence at the
local level from the present study site.
Lack of motivation. A lack of motivation to teach creatively has been recognized
as an outcome of high stakes testing accountability (Ciani, Summers, & Easter, 2008). In
one study, a major concern of teachers regarding high stakes testing was that it “narrowed
the curriculum” by forcing teachers to teach only the subjects that were tested (Jones &
Egley, 2004, p. 3). Teachers had to organize their instruction around illustrative items
that were the same as, or looked like, actual test items. With regard to the NCLB
requirements and teacher motivation, Rubin (2011) stated that “for teachers today, both in
ELA [English language arts] and across the curriculum, NCLB is harming teachers, their
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practice and their long-term commitment to the teaching profession” (p. 407). At the
study school, teachers believed that NCLB mandates affected their teaching negatively
and caused them to question whether to remain in the teaching profession. Many teachers
complained of the constraints of NCLB and of lack of motivation to teach (R. Grierson,
personal communication, March 25, 2014).
Regarding teachers’ satisfaction with NCLB and their motivation, in a 5-year
study of 58 teachers in three schools in the Mississippi Delta, Al-Fadhli and Singh (2010)
revealed differences. The schools were in the same area as the present research site
school. In the Al-Fadhli and Singh study, School A met the NCLB requirements, School
B did not meet the requirements, and School C remained constant. The teachers in the
three schools felt that the NCLB requirements helped improved the accountability in each
school. However, the perceptions of teachers varied. Teachers in School B credited
accountability as the reason for the school’s positive changes. Teachers in School C
found the systems too complex and not helpful to their teaching or their students. Overall,
some teachers also reported concern at not having enough class time to teach curriculum
content and an inability to provide challenging material for high achieving students.
Contrary to other studies, the NCLB requirements appeared to enhance teachers’
motivations for teaching, although School C teachers reported the least motivation (AlFadhli & Singh, 2010). The study results revealed that teachers had criticisms of NCLB.
However, not all of the teachers believed the NCLB requirements affected their teaching
negatively; rather, all believed the requirements supported their accountability and
contributed to their motivations to teach.
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Rationale
The teaching and learning situation at the study high school is not unique. Many
teachers throughout the United States, especially in economically disadvantaged schools,
experience the constraints of teaching to mandated requirements (Longo, 2010; Thomas,
2013). Given the severity of the school sanctions and pressures to improve student test
scores, more teachers are forced to teach only to the requirements and have minimized or
eliminated their creative teaching methods (Bhattacharyya et al., 2013). As a result, rather
than adhere to the perceived emphasis on rote teaching, many teachers are also leaving
the profession (Jones & Egley, 2004; Smith & Kovacs, 2011).
At the study high school, several teachers referred to the recent discoveries of
alteration by teachers and administrators of student test scores (R. Grierson, personal
communication, February 15, 2014). Such infractions have been noted in the literature
(Gabriel, 2010; Tienken & Zhao, 2013). At a faculty meeting, several teachers expressed
shock and sadness at such behavior and reiterated that they would rather leave the school
and teaching than engage in such behavior (F. Johnson, personal communication, May
14, 2014). However, at the high school, both students and teachers suffer from a lack of
instruction that should emphasize creative learning and critical thinking. Previous
researchers have documented this lack of creative instructional strategies (Forehand,
2010; Hout et al., 2012; Longo, 2010; Rubin, 2011). As Bhattacharyya et al. (2013)
noted, “Teachers are the front line workers in the education enterprise. . . . Their feedback
should be a major ingredient in any revision or adjustment of NCLB” (p. 638). In this
study, I explored teachers’ perceptions of teaching for standardized test preparation and
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the influences on their teaching in a rural high school. This study also provided a PD
(Appendix A) to meet teachers’ needs for implementing creative thinking strategies in
their classrooms.
Definitions
Adequate yearly progress (AYP): This measure requires that in all three areas
under the NCLB guidelines, incremental progress is used to increase student achievement
and show greater progress in closing the achievement gap in education (Mississippi
Department of Education, 2007).
High stakes tests: High stakes tests are defined as state-mandated, standards-based
yearly assessments administered to all students in Grades 3-12 in the state of Mississippi.
Scores and accountability are reported in the state report card (Mississippi Department of
Education, 2011). Student performances on standardized tests generally become linked to
teachers’ and schools’ rewards and sanctions, such as teacher bonuses, federal funding
for the school, and publicized reporting of student and school scores. The tests then
become high stakes (Ullucci & Spencer, 2009, p. 161).
Mississippi Assessment and Reporting System (MAARS): The MAARS is an
integrated web application incorporating separate web sites that are used for accessing
accountability results or the Mississippi NCLB Report Cards and for downloading
assessment, accountability, and NCLB Report Card data files. Additionally, MAARS
serves as a portal to secure web-based applications designed to help districts meet
accountability requirements (Mississippi Department of Education, 2013).
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Mississippi Curriculum Test2 (MCT2): These assessments allow Mississippi to
comply with the requirements of NCLB. The assessments are administered to students in
Grades 3 through 8, including special education students (Mississippi Department of
Education, 2013).
Mississippi Department of Education (MDE): This is the governing body with the
mission of ensuring that all children in Mississippi have access to the education they
deserve. This education can lead to a brighter future and preparation for higher education
as well as responsible citizenship (Mississippi Department of Education, 2013).
Motivation: This term refers to an individual’s desire, drive, and eagerness to
perform actions and the extent of effort required for the outcomes intended (Finnegan,
2010). In terms of teaching, motivation includes a teacher’s wishes and convictions to
stimulate students’ interest in learning (Ciani, Ferguson, Bergin, & Hilpert, 2010).
Pressure: Pressure is a negative emotional response that stems from expected
actions according to certain standards, whether self-imposed internally or other imposed
externally. For teachers, the restrictions of teaching to the mandated requirements and
external expectations of students’ improved scores produce much pressure (Assaf, 2008;
Dee & Jacob, 2011).
Stress: Stress is also a negative emotional response to expectations, generally of
outside influences, for accomplishment or achievement of an outcome. Teachers often
experience stress as emotional exhaustion, a sense of depersonalization, a sense of
frustration and anxiety, and often physical symptoms (Berryhill et al., 2009; Perryman et
al., 2011).
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Subject Area Testing Program (SATP): The Mississippi Student Achievement
Improvement Act, approved by the Mississippi Senate in 1999, stated that standards for
high school graduation should include the mastery of minimum academic skills measured
by state assessments developed and administered by the state board of education. To meet
the intent of this legislation, four subject area tests were developed: English II, Algebra I,
Biology I, and U.S. History, and students are tested annually in these subjects
(Mississippi Department of Education, 2013).
Teaching to the test: This is a colloquial phrase indicating instruction in which
teaching curriculum and strategies are focused on helping students master the material
anticipated on the high stakes annual tests. This focus is intended to increase students’
test scores and schools’ report cards rather than to augment the curriculum content and
skill areas for greater student learning (Bhattacharyya et al., 2013; Longo, 2010). The
teaching method concentrates on repetition and memorization, “drill-and-skill-building
instruction in place of an integrated, meaning-based approach” to curriculum content
(Assaf, 2006, p. 158). These are all rote teaching strategies.
Significance of the Problem
High school students are not receiving the education they need for development of
creative and critical thinking, as noted in their annual test scores (T. Morrow, personal
communication, February 2, 2014). Nevertheless, teachers of the economically
disadvantaged students in this school are constrained to teaching with the focus on test
preparation (T. Morrow, personal communication, March 15, 2014), and students,
teachers, and schools are all affected. This problem is significant in several ways.
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Students are learning principally by memorization and rote, as the teachers have indicated
(G, Greenwood, personal communication, March 28, 2014). These teaching strategies are
widespread in studies on teachers teaching for state-mandated student test preparation
(Assaf, 2008; Lai & Waltman, 2008). The strategies are not effective in helping students
learn critical thinking and analysis (Forehand, 2010; Jensen, McDaniel, Woodard, &
Kummer, 2014). Teachers at the high school endure pressure and stress to teach to the
mandated requirements (G. Greenwood, personal communication, March 28, 2014).
As the literature attests, effective teaching and learning cannot take place when
teachers’ perceptions of teaching and experiences are not positive (Berryhill et al., 2009;
Rubin, 2011; Santman, 2002). In addition, teachers’ motivations to teach are adversely
affected (Ciani et al., 2008; Donnelly & Sadler, 2009; Hayden, 2011). Teachers are
leaving the profession partly because of such pressures (Lloyd & Sullivan, 2012; Smith &
Kovacs, 2011). Schools are left without experienced teachers. Schools must fill the gaps,
generally with less prepared substitute teachers.
A study such as the current one can help in understanding the multiple problems
for all stakeholders inherent in the imposing of high stakes test preparation on teachers.
Study outcomes may add to the literature on understanding of teachers’ responses in
teaching to state-mandated tests. Exploration may help determine how the dissatisfactions
can be remedied so teachers are not tempted to alter test scores because of incentives or
fears of sanctions. Findings may also help determine how teachers regain enthusiasm for
teaching and students receive the education they deserve. Outcomes may additionally
enable school and district officials to determine how to meet the requirements of state and
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federal mandates and create course syllabi without the negative effects on teachers of sole
focus on test preparation. For these reasons, the study was undertaken of teachers’
perceptions of state-mandated standardized testing in a high school in a rural
Southeastern school district.
Research Questions
High stakes testing is not a new phenomenon in education. These required tests,
as mandated by NCLB, affect teachers, administrators, the school system, students, and
other stakeholders. Students’ scores on the tests affect the teachers and the schools in
terms of federal and state resources. The effects of the required tests on teachers are of
importance because they are the individuals who prepare the students for the tests. Some
studies have been conducted on teachers’ responses to high stakes testing, with the
consensus that teachers experience constraint and frustration with regard to the
requirements. Teachers additionally undergo pressure and stress, which can contribute to
emotional trauma and decisions to leave the profession. In addition, few researchers have
explored teachers’ responses to high stakes testing in economically disadvantaged
schools.
In the high school under study, the students’ scores have been low for several
years and have decreased from 2007-2008 to 2009-2010. Anecdotal evidence from
teachers seems to corroborate this decline, with teachers’ increasing perceptions of
pressure, stress, and a lack of motivation to teach as they were trained (R. Grierson,
personal communication, February 15, 2014). Because of the gap in the literature on
teachers’ perceptions of high stakes tests, especially in economically disadvantaged
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schools, additional research is called for. The appropriate research approach is qualitative
to investigate in depth the perceptions and beliefs of the teachers themselves in this case
study of a rural high school.
Therefore, the following research questions guided this qualitative case study.
1.

What are rural Southeastern high school teachers’ perceptions of teaching
to the SATP?

2.

What are rural Southeastern high school teachers’ experiences of pressure
and stress in relation to teaching to the SATP?

3.

How have rural Southeastern high school teachers’ motivation to teach
been affected by teaching to the SATP?

4.

What are rural Southeastern high school teachers’ recommendations for
integrating standardized test preparation satisfactorily with teaching
strategies?
Review of the Literature

In this review of the literature, I summarize previous research pertinent to the
topic. Seven subtopics are reviewed. These are as follows: (a) conceptual framework, (b)
a brief history of standardized testing in Mississippi and NCLB, (c) teachers’ responses to
standardized tests, (d) teaching to the mandated requirements, (e) teachers’ perceptions of
pressure and stress, (f) teachers’ motivation, and (g) teachers’ recommendations.
I searched many databases to locate the most pertinent and current research. The
databases searched included but were not limited to EBSCO, Education Research
Complete, ERIC, ProQuest, PsychLit, ProQuest, Questia, and SocINDEX. Search terms
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used included the following: economically disadvantaged schools, high stakes testing,
low performing schools, NCLB, rural public high schools, standardized tests, statemandated tests, teacher pressures, teacher stress, teacher motivation, and teaching to the
test. The search was limited to the last 5 years, except for historical and background
material.
Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework for this study incorporates social constructivism and
pragmatism. Constructivists seek understanding of the world in which they live and work
(Creswell, 2013; Crotty, 2005; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The understanding and
meanings are subjective, varied, and multifaceted, leading researchers to look for
complexity rather than narrow meaning (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Patton, 2002). As
Crotty (2005) summarized, “Constructivism focuses exclusively on the meaning-making
activity of the individual mind” (p. 58). The social constructivism framework leads to
multiple meanings of a situation based on the participants’ experiences (Lodico,
Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010). In the design of the study, I used social constructivism to
explore the individual and subjective perceptions of the high school teachers as they
reflected on the directives of teaching for high stakes test preparation. The constructivist
framework helped ensure that the complexities of individual participant perceptions and
meanings were reflected in data collection as well as data analysis (Denzin & Lincoln,
2011; Patton, 2002).
The framework of pragmatism derives from a worldview that arises from actions,
situations, and consequences. Pragmatists are not committed to one philosophy or view of
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reality (Creswell, 2012; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2011). Rather, pragmatism uses any
research method that will accurately describe or solve the educational problem (Lodico et
al., 2010). Pragmatism emphasizes the practical consequences of actions and events in
constituting the criteria to determine meaning, truth, or value. The meaning of an idea or
a proposition lies in its observable practical consequences (Glaser & Strauss, 1967;
Marshall & Rossman, 2010).
A pragmatic framework is used by researchers to help identify what works to
solve educational problems (Lodico et al., 2010). Researchers using a pragmatist
framework may use any methods, techniques, or procedures that best meet the needs of
the study. For this study, a qualitative approach was chosen that best uncovers
participants’ perceptions and experiences of pressure, stress, and decreased motivation in
teaching for student mandated test preparation. The goals of the pragmatic approach are
understanding and action that remediates problems (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2011).
Brief History of Standardized Testing in Mississippi and NCLB
In Mississippi, for several decades schools have administered standardized tests to
measure students’ educational performance. In 1982, William Winters helped to establish
the Mississippi Education Reform Act (Kieffer, 2012). This act provided limited
incentives for high performing districts and limited assistance and sanctions for low
performing districts (Ladd, 1996). In 1982, the Mississippi Teacher Assessment
Instrument was introduced as an evaluative tool to measure the evaluation of provisional
teachers and identify weaknesses of beginning teachers (Amos & Cheeseman, 1991;
Daniel & Siders, 1994).
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In the 1980s, the Mississippi educational system used the Stanford Achievement
Test to measure students’ yearly performance in the classroom (Elmore, Abelmann, &
Fuhrman, 1996). In the 1990s, the state began use of the Iowa Test of Basic Skills, the
Tests of Achievement and Proficiency, and other criterion reference tests to track student
achievement (Elmore et al., 1996).
The Mississippi legislature enacted two bills to increase school performance
directly affecting schools, teachers, and students, Senate Bill 2156 (Legislature of the
State of Mississippi, 1999) and Senate Bill 2488 (Legislature of the State of Mississippi,
2000). These bills detailed the procedures for remediation of low performing schools. As
soon as a decline in test scores is recorded, the Mississippi Department of Education
requires the school district to develop an effective improvement plan. Experts from
Mississippi Department of Education are appointed to supervise the implementation of
the plan. This requirement means that strangers are in the school buildings daily
observing classrooms, offices, and other facilities, questioning faculty and staff. If growth
does not take place after a year of implementing the improvement plan, the school is
restructured. Restructuring means that school administrators, teachers, and staff members
are replaced, reassigned, or placed on probation (Mississippi Department of Education,
2012).
NCLB (2002) mandated that schools must meet AYP, showing improvement
annually over a steady pace in every grade and demographic subgroup (Finn & Hess,
2004). Failure to make AYP, especially in consecutive years, can result in withdrawal of
Title 1 federal funds. In addition, the community is notified, and parents may transfer
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their children to other schools (Hemelt, 2011; Mathis, 2006). When student performance
is low, under NCBL, certain restrictions are placed upon teachers as well as the schools
(NCLB, 2002). This has been the case with the high school under study. For example,
teachers having problems are placed on improvement plans mandated by the district for
help with lesson delivery or low student scores. Some teachers are moved from the statetested area to another area that does not require a state test.
According to NCLB, if the school continues to underperform, it is labeled for
school improvement. The school may eventually be closed if gains in AYP scores are not
made from year to year (R. Grierson, personal communication, February 7, 2014). Such
restrictions and actions affect teachers’ performance documents, including teacher
evaluations and recommendations from school officials for other teaching positions or
administrative posts (U.S. Department of Education, 2014).
The school report card, produced by the National Association of Educational
Progress (NAEP), is also affected by low student performance on the high stakes tests
(U.S. Department of Education, 2014). The school may be prohibited from being labeled
high performing. This term is an indicator used to grade the performance of the school
districts in the Mississippi Delta (R. Grierson, personal communication, February 7,
2014; U.S. Department of Education, 2014). In low performing schools, the teachers
receive fewer funds for learning support, and they can use fewer resources to commit
toward student improvement or attainment of higher scores (Thomas, 2013). The high
school under study has been subject to these restrictions.
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As such strictures became implemented and standardized tests gained widespread
use, especially with the inception of NCLB, teachers had concerns about the way test data
were interpreted. Teachers’ reactions to standardized testing became polarized as teachers
experienced a loss of control over the content and methods of their teaching. Teachers
also believed that they were inaccurately assessed by administrators because of the test
data (Ellett & Teddlie, 2003; Jones & Egley, 2004; Klinger & Rogers, 2011).
Teachers’ Responses to Standardized Tests
Teachers’ responses to standardized tests are mixed. Some teachers believe that
the tests and the required preparation can help structure lessons and that test results can
provide a gauge for student academic progress (Ballard & Bates, 2008). Other teachers
perceive that the testing mandate is overly complex and restrictive (Jones & Egley,
2004). In this section, I review research in which both views were documented.
In Florida, Jones and Egley (2004) investigated elementary teachers’ perceptions
of the state’s high stakes testing program in mixed-method study with 709 teachers from
30 school districts. Few teachers had positive views, such as approval of accountability,
the usefulness of student information, guidelines for curriculum, and higher student
expectations. More than half the teachers had negative views on the use and accuracy of
the test. These included unfairness of comparing students because they differ
socioeconomically, culturally, and in their ability to take tests; the tests do not reflect
teachers’ abilities to teach; the grading system is unfair; and students’ abilities cannot be
measured accurately by a single test. In addition, teachers pointed out that the preparation
forced them to teach only the required material, and they objected to the perverseness of
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awarding funds to high performing schools rather than low performing ones. Further,
teachers pointed out that the curriculum was superficial, stifled teachers’ creativity, and
did not address students’ individual learning needs (Jones & Egley, 2004).
The effects of standardized tests on teachers, students, and parents were
investigated by Ballard and Bates (2008) with participants from an elementary school in
the Midwest. Fifteen teachers were included from all grades. Teachers’ beliefs were
positive about standardized testing because they provide data for means of trends and
comparisons among students and schools. Ballard and Bates stated, “Teachers, overall,
sensed that the tests were helpful if properly used” (p. 571). However, these teachers also
voiced negatives about the high stakes tests. Some teachers believed that the test was
biased because of wording and vocabulary. Others recognized the pressure on students
and teachers, as well as unrealistic expectations for student performance in many cases.
Some teachers noted the disparity between frequent yearlong preparation in the
classroom and the small window of time of administration (generally a week or less).
Still other teachers pointed to the “unnatural” environment in which the tests are
administered (Ballard & Bates, 2008, p. 571). Teachers further recognized that some
students do not learn test material well as it must be taught and that student scores do not
necessarily reflect students’ abilities and conceptual learning (Ballard & Bates, 2008).
Similarly, in a qualitative study, Donnelly and Sadler (2009) studied 22 science
teachers from high stakes schools in five school districts in Indiana. Teachers had both
positive and negative views of standardized testing. Some teachers viewed standards as a
necessary part of the teaching profession and education and did not object to them but
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welcomed them. Other teachers expressed negative views with regard to standards, the
tests themselves, and accountability based on the standards. The negative views included
the standards as too limiting in terms of content teaching. Teachers also pointed out that
too many topics were treated superficially, in a “mile-wide-inch-deep overcrowding of
the curriculum” (Donnelly & Sadler, 2009, p. 1070). The teachers noticed that the
standards and accountability measures were “counterproductive” (Donnelly & Sadler,
2009, p. 1064) in terms of both teachers and students. For students, the negatives affected
their attitudes toward science, toward learning itself, and toward their future careers. The
school high stakes testing climate can transmit to students that the primary purpose of
learning is to score well on the tests (Nichols & Berliner, 2008). For teachers in the
Donnelly and Sadler (2009) study, the teachers called for a greater voice in the
development of standards and believed the standards interfered with their autonomy as
educators.
Al-Fadhli and Singh’s (2010) 5-year study of 58 teachers in three schools in the
Mississippi Delta was briefly reviewed above. The researchers found that school
characteristics were similar to those of the study high school: geographic proximity, 95%
of students African American, and from low-income families. Teachers overall perceived
that the standardized tests aided accountability. However, the teachers’ views were
related to the schools’ performance levels. Teachers in School A, which met the NCLB
requirements, felt that they were respected and accepted and the administration shared
their focus on student learning (Al-Fadhli & Singh, 2010). This was the case also in
School B, which did not meet the requirements but later accelerated in performance.
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Teachers in School C, whose performance remained constant at the minimal passing
level, did not share these views. All teachers in the three schools were in favor of NCLB
but both internal and external factors, such as district and state support and
communication, contributed to the differences of opinion. In Schools A and B, internal
factors included “effective leadership cooperation among teachers, small class size, and
greater involvement in professional development” (Al-Fadhli & Singh, 2010, p. 29).
These factors were all positive.
In School C, however, these and other factors were lacking. Moreover, in School
C, teachers noted the complexity of the systems and felt they were not helpful in
teaching. Further, teachers also reported concern at not having enough class time to teach
curriculum content and their inability to provide challenging material for high-achieving
students (Al-Fadhli & Singh, 2010).
Teaching for Standardized Test Preparation
Teachers have become increasingly verbal about the requirement to teach
materials for the required tests. As Assaf (2006) observed, such teaching has lowered
educational standards in response to the pressures for high student scores by state and
district officials. In addition, testing pressures lower the quality of teachers’ instruction
and add to teachers’ pressures (Assaf, 2006, 2008).
Teachers’ responses to state-mandated test preparation in the study by Jones and
Egley (2004) indicated that 23.3% of the teachers viewed the requirement as negative in
terms of the time they spent preparing and implementing the lessons for test preparation.
Teachers observed that such teaching does not reflect student abilities but was “only a
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reflection of the abilities of each school to teach effective test-taking strategies, not
academics” (Jones & Egley, 2004, p. 17) and at high cost to students’ true learning. One
teacher asserted, “Now I’m basically afraid to NOT teach to the test” (Jones & Egley,
2004, p. 15). Many commented that the requirement contributed to an “educational gap”
(Jones & Egley, 2004, p. 15) for students that they did not deserve. The requirement
forced teachers to go through the material too quickly, left no time for in-depth
exploration of subjects, and did not allow for learners who need more explanation of
basic concepts.
In a mixed-method study, Lai and Waltman (2008) explored the views on the
teaching requirements for high stakes testing of elementary, middle, and high stakes
schoolteachers in Iowa. The study purpose was to investigate teachers’ preparation
practices for the state-mandated tests. In 131 schools across the state, 3,800 teachers
responded, of which 91 participated in interviews. A strategy of standardized test
preparation is use of actual previous test questions. Of the teachers interviewed, most
viewed this practice as unethical and inappropriate. However, teachers recognized that
teaching the skills of test taking and reviewing content and skill areas before testing were
ethical and appropriate teaching strategies. They also pointed out that skill building
teaching enhanced opportunities for students to learn and thus the possibility of higher
test scores.
With recognition that 50% of teachers leave the profession in their first year,
Bhattacharyya et al. (2013) interviewed 11 novice teachers, all of whom had been
teaching for 3 years or fewer. Their views on standardized test preparation supported
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those in earlier studies. Although they saw this teaching strategy had some validity, its
drawbacks were more evident. One teacher in the Bhattacharyya et al. (2013) study said
the students’ scores may increase, but they are not being prepared for facing and helping
to solve national challenges, such as energy crises and climate change. Another said that
the emphasis on reading and mathematics in test preparation ignores the needed teaching
time for social studies and other subjects. Other teachers pointed to the severe penalties
for lack of improvement, such as decrease of funding, school’s lowered reputation,
parental complaints, and the temptations of teachers to help students with answers.
Additional teachers noted that a single test cannot be an indicator of a student’s real
learning and that minority and low socioeconomic students are at a disadvantage: upperand middle-class students come from home environments in which the parents are
generally well educated and actively support education.
Bhattacharyya et al. (2013) pointed out that novice teachers may recognize the
constraints to teach to the test. With high stakes test scores as the only measure for
ascertaining teachers’ accountability, the test scores inevitably become the teachers’ top
priority and concern. This focus may be particularly true for novice teachers whose
reputations and performance at this early stage will determine the progress in their future
careers (Bhattacharyya et al., 2013).
In support of such conclusions, a revealing article written by a first-year teacher in
an elementary school in rural Mississippi showed the dilemma and often shock of
teachers at the mandate to teach to the test:
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Ever since No Child Left Behind, this test seems to determine how my school will
rank both nationally and within the state—it is likely that the test score will
determine which teachers stay and which one go next year. Also, we are already
categorized as a factor as to whether the state will take over our school in August.
While I think school accountability is a necessity, I fear the way we are going
about meeting the state’s expectation is not serving our students. The stakes for
the tests are so high that administrators often get test tunnel vision. (“Diary of a
First-Year Teacher,” 2013, paras. 1-4)
This teacher possibly voiced the observations of many novice and experienced teachers at
the state-mandated requirements.
Possibly surprising and ironic outcomes of state-mandated teaching requirements
to meet the requirements of student improvement in high school testing were found in a
literature review of 46 studies by Holme, Richards, Jimerson, and Cohen (2010). The
researchers found that these tests were not associated with overall student achievement or
improvement by low achieving students. Rather, the more rigorous tests, such as the high
stakes examinations, were associated with increased student dropout rates, and this was
true especially for low achieving, minority, and economically disadvantaged students
(Bhattacharyya et al., 2013). Similarly, Tienken and Zhao (2013) asserted that the
mandated standards and standardized testing do not narrow but widen the opportunity gap
for disadvantaged students.
Conversely, however, standardized tests have also been found not to be
associated with increased dropout rates. The tests may prevent graduation of students
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who would have likely dropped out for other reasons. These reasons may include
discouragement, economic hardship, or pregnancy (Potucek, 2010; Sanders & Jordan,
2013).
Such outcomes as those by Holme et al. (2010) would seem to work against the
intent of NCLB. Nevertheless, despite such dubious outcomes, because of NCLB
requirements high stakes tests continue to be widely used. Bhattacharyya et al. (2013)
asserted, “Teaching to the tests results in standardized teaching” (p. 634). Teachers
continue to protest about the pressure and stress of standardized teaching. Such teaching
prevents them from focusing on more effective teaching and learning strategies
(Forehand, 2010; Gutierrez, 2014) and contributes to teachers’ perceptions of pressure.
Teachers’ Perceptions of Pressure and Stress
Despite the supposed benefits of standardized testing, such as the guarantee of a
quality education for poor and minority students (Tienken & Zhao, 2013), teachers
consistently report that testing pressures and attendant stress affect the quality of their
teaching and professional beliefs. Barksdale-Ladd and Thomas (2000) observed that
measurement of teacher accountability through student test scores and their expected
improvement creates great pressure and stress on the teachers as well as producing
anxiety over the impact of the tests on their students and the security of their own
teaching positions.
Almost a fourth (22.5%) of the teachers in the Jones and Egley (2004) study
reported experiencing stress from the testing pressure. Some teachers pointed out that
students, administrators, and parents experience similar pressure and stress. As one
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teacher commented, “The pressure to perform is cruel and unusual punishment for both
the students and the teachers” (Jones & Egley, 2004, p. 20). The teachers also mentioned
stress, anxiety, worry, and fear.
In a case study, Assaf (2006) investigated how one reading specialist teacher dealt
with professional beliefs about good literacy instruction and knowledge in response to the
testing pressures at the elementary school in central Texas. In attempting to balance
testing pressures and belief, the teacher commented, “Their teachers are pressuring them
to pass because they encounter the pressure from the principal and from the district”
(Assaf, 2006, p. 162). A fellow teacher concurred: “I am just too overwhelmed by the
testing pressures the district is placing on us” (Assaf, 2006, p. 162). As a result, both the
reading specialist and other teachers felt forced to put aside their convictions about good
teaching and instead focus on the skills needed to pass the test.
First-year teachers may encounter special pressures at preparation for high stakes
testing. Brashier and Norris (2008) studied 48 first-year elementary teachers from 19
school districts and 25 schools in Texas. Approximately 72% of the schools were eligible
for student reduced/free-lunch programs, indicating economically disadvantaged schools.
The researchers found that the pressures from schools and districts of standardized testing
posed barriers to implementation of developmentally appropriate curriculum in favor of a
highly structured test-driven curriculum.
Brashier and Norris (2008) noted that, like teachers in other studies, new teachers
in their sample were often confronted with a widespread challenge. This challenge was
whether to teach in more student-centered and integrative learning strategies, as they
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were taught, or to succumb to a school culture and expectations in which they must
conform to teaching to the test practices. The researchers further noted that many teachers
yield to the pressures of teaching toward standardized test preparation and sacrifice
teaching strategies that support higher-level learning and activities for their students. An
entry from a novice teacher in the “Diary of a First-Year Teacher” (2013) confirmed
these observations: “The pressure of this one test serves neither the students nor the
teachers. It creates a stressful atmosphere that does not allow for the best decisions or the
best teaching to occur” (para. 12). As this new teacher noted, the requirement to teach to
state-mandated tests does not utilize the teachers’ best strategies or serve the students’
educational needs.
These studies indicate, and Berryhill et al. (2009) confirmed, that such pressures
can lead to teacher burnout, role and values conflicts, and decreased self-efficacy.
Berryhill et al. (2009) explored teacher burnout in relation to the required state mandate
for improved student achievement through high stakes testing in a South Carolina
urban/suburban school district. A total of 100 teachers participated from 11 elementary
schools in this mixed-method study. The 20 teachers who responded to the interview
portion answered semi-structured questions on their views of accountability policies,
specifically whether they saw the policies as supportive or stressful and how they
affected the teachers’ role conflicts and self-efficacy.
The findings showed teacher perceptions of many negatives, and these helped to
“push” teachers toward burnout (Berryhill et al., 2009, p. 9). The negatives included a
sense of hurry to teach to the mandated standards and curriculum and lack of time to do
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so. The teachers’ practices and pedagogical beliefs were consequently compromised, and
teachers came to doubt their self-efficacy because it was tied to students’ scores. Such
negatives can adversely affect teachers’ motivations to teach, as reviewed in the
following section.
Teachers’ Motivations
As may be expected, teachers’ motivations are affected by the pressures, stress,
and expectations of teaching for standardized test preparation. When teachers are still
students, their motivation to teach is generally high (Sinclair, 2008). In three schools
studied with regard to motivation provided by the NCLB requirements, Al-Fadhli and
Singh (2010) reported that the NCLB requirements appeared to enhance teachers’
motivations for teaching, although teachers in the school in which test performance did
not change reported the least motivation (Al-Fadhli & Singh, 2010). These results were
unusual, however.
Jones and Egley (2004) found that teaching for standardized test preparation
decreases teachers’ enjoyment of school and lowers their morale. They often experienced
being degraded and dishonored. One teacher exclaimed, “The pressure of the scores
leading to school grades takes a lot of the joy out of teaching, and I LOVE [emphasis in
original] teaching” (Jones & Egley, 2004, p. 21).
A mixed-method study of teacher motivation in relation to accountability in
Chicago low-performing schools was conducted by Finnegan and Gross (2007). For the
quantitative segment, 269 teachers from 10 schools completed a questionnaire. For the
qualitative portion, 171 teachers from 10 schools completed individual interviews. In
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general, the quantitative and qualitative findings showed teachers’ similar views.
Teachers recognized the need for accountability and standards and had similar criticisms
of high stakes testing to teachers in other studies. These criticisms included the unfairness
of a single test to determine student performance, the recognition that some students did
not do well on structured tests, and the acknowledgment that teachers had to change their
modes of teaching to adhere to the testing requirements.
Regarding teachers’ motivations, again the quantitative and qualitative findings
generally agreed. The high stakes policy challenged their motivations in several ways.
The first was their status as professionals. Because their schools were labeled as
probation schools and this label publicized, teachers perceived their teaching abilities
were questioned. One teacher said, “You just kind of feel like a loser” (Finnegan &
Gross, 2007, p. 612). The second motivational challenge was teachers’ motivation,
despite the demeaning school label, to help their students improve: “I care about the kids
and I want them to learn” (Finnegan & Gross, 2007, p. 614). This teacher expressed what
many felt.
The third motivational challenge was teachers’ material challenges. They knew
that low student performance could mean the school could be restructured, with as many
as half the teachers replaced, and they feared loss of their jobs. One said, “If you don’t do
good on the test, we might not be here next year. This is the year they say they really
mean it and I believe it is so” (Finnegan & Gross, 2007, p. 615). This teacher pointed out
how student performance affected teachers’ job security.
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Such comments indicate that these teachers had varying motivations because of
the accountability of high stakes testing mandates. Further, teachers’ morale was found to
be extremely low. Many observed that they were being blamed for longstanding
problems with the educational system and expected to improve it in only a few years.
Teachers also experienced frustration, devaluation, and not listened to by the
administration or district. As one said,
I’m so frustrated it’s ridiculous. . . . I love education. I love teaching. I think I
have some really good ideas, and I would love to execute them. . . . I do like the
kids. Maybe it’s because . . . I’m up against things I can’t control. (Finnegan &
Gross, 2007, pp. 620-621)
Thus, both motivation and morale decreased with these teachers. As they became
demoralized, they found difficulty in sustaining positive motivation to teach, a necessary
ingredient for low-performing schools.
A qualitative study of 16 novice elementary teachers in northeastern North
Carolina by Luton (2009) showed that high stakes testing expectations produced
significant stress in the teachers as well as fear of failure as teachers. The teachers tended
to view their jobs negatively when they were constrained to teach to the test in reading
and mathematics to the minimization of social studies and science. As in other studies,
teachers enunciated concerns that the present system of standardized testing exerts a
detrimental effect on teaching methods as well as learning outcomes. Teachers pointed
out that the students who score high may have only a limited understanding of the subject
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but are able to memorize well; conversely, some talented students may achieve low
scores. However, teacher morale increased in schools where teachers were rewarded for
their performance, including improved student achievement in standardized tests.
Middle school teachers in Florida were studied in qualitative research by Hayden
(2011) for their perceptions of motivation and state-mandated tests. The themes revealed
that teachers had similar complaints to others in studies. Although teachers professed a
love for their students and passion for teaching, they were frustrated with the schools’
lack of resources, lack of autonomy in the content of standardized test preparation, and
low salary. Teachers noticed that their motivation in teaching the content affected their
students’ desires to do well on the high stakes tests and the outcomes. Teachers
recognized also that when they were more highly motivated, they felt they taught better
(Hayden, 2011).
With regard to the state-mandated tests, teachers’ motivation was low because of
unrealistic expectations by stakeholders of students’ improvement, believing that the
teachers themselves were underappreciated, and lack of respect for their profession in the
larger society. Their motivation and morale were affected adversely by low student
scores and the implication that the teachers were not performing their jobs effectively. As
one participant summarized about the high stakes testing, “I was not a big fan of it and it
was basically setting up schools to make kids as though they were a bunch of robots, and
we were teaching students to take standardized tests” (Hayden, 2011, p. 85). Thus,
teacher’s motivations for teaching and motivating their students were hampered by the
required focus on preparation for state-mandated tests.
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In a discussion of the erroneous focus on high stakes test scores, Gutierrez (2014)
recognized like others that high scores do not necessarily indicate learning. Teachers
have found to leave the profession because of this focus. Gutierrez asserted also that not
only students but also teachers are “casualties” and the misguided emphasis on test scores
affects both student and teacher morale (Gutierrez, 2014, p. 22). Rather, Gutierrez (2014)
pointed out that the emphasis on closing the achievement gap results from policymakers’
need for accountability and testing companies’ vested stakes. When teachers recognize
these factors, their enormity and complexity contribute to teachers’ decreased motivation
to teach students in meaningful ways. These more meaningful strategies will help prepare
them to “navigate obstacles later in life” (Gutierrez, 2014, p. 21) and help them succeed
in later education and responsible citizenship.
High stakes testing and accountability of both teachers and schools resulting from
NCLB have led to conflicts in education. Smolin and Clayton (2009) noted that these
issues have “created a division within the United States and within the field of education”
(p. 33). Teachers must increasingly concentrate their instruction on the content and
strategies for students to pass and improve their scores on standardized tests. Because of
these pressures, teachers experience pressure, stress, and conflicts about how they have
learned to teach, the values they believe in about teaching (such as higher-order
thinking), and the strictures on them to meet and teach the material for standardized tests.
Teachers experience pressure, stress, and fear because of expectations and possible
penalties of high stakes test performance. To address these effects, as documented in this
review, teachers and researchers have made recommendations to remedy the situation.
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Teachers’ Recommendations for Teaching
In the research literature, several practicing teachers and researchers made
recommendations and conducted studies on integration of standardized test preparation
with content teaching. To address teachers’ anxiety and experiences of pressure and
stress related to rote teaching in reading, Santman (2002) pointed out that teaching
children to read begins with a strong reading curriculum that should be the basis of
instruction. Nevertheless, specific strategies should be incorporated to help students
prepare for the high stakes tests, such as practice in reading unfamiliar passages.
Additionally, Santman (2002) recommended that specific time for test preparation should
be allocated within the reading sessions.
Other teachers and researchers have recommended additional improvements. The
teachers in the study by Berryhill et al. (2009) suggested that high stakes tests could be
made fairer, such as with more than one test administered and benchmarks during the
academic year. Teachers could be given more resources and better conditions, such as
higher salaries, reduced class size, teacher aides, and more updated materials and
equipment. Teachers also suggested that legislators visit their classrooms to view the
conditions and gain a better understanding of the teaching process and what teachers face.
Some teachers called for a greater (or any) voice in policy making (Berryhill et al., 2009).
Teachers in the Luton (2009) study made similar suggestions but also focused on
novice teachers. Teacher support, mentors, networking, and PD resources for novice
teachers were suggested. Teachers also suggested informing policymakers about
teachers’ concerns.
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A further recommendation and possible remedy and assurance of teacher
motivation could be Longo’s (2010) observation that learning by inquiry, rather than rote
recall, promotes student creativity. Such higher-level learning takes place “by increasing
motivation, wonderment, and curiosity” (Longo, 2010, p. 54). The same qualities might
be promoted in teachers who teach with creativity. In asking how teachers can creatively
teach to the test, Longo (2010) suggested an inquiry learning model, in which students
learn by questioning and discovery. This model is appropriate not only for the discipline
of science but also for other content areas. Teachers’ implementation of an inquiry
learning model can encourage creativity, prepare students for high stakes tests, and allow
teachers to teach creatively, thereby rekindling their teaching expertise and motivation.
For this study, teachers’ recommendations may include such suggestions.
The study by Jensen et al. (2014) showed the reverse of standardized test
preparation in one school with two sections of an introductory biology course. For a
semester, all students were taught in an inquiry-based content, but final examinations
were created in two modes. The first was “low-level questions,” which were based on
rote memory, and the second was or “high-level” questions (Jensen et al., 2014, p. 308),
which included application, evaluation, and analysis, based on Bloom’s (Bloom,
Englehart, Furst, Hill, & Krathwohl, 1956) taxonomy.
Results of the Jensen et al. (2014) study showed that, as expected, students in the
high-level examination group performed better than those in the low-level examination
group. This outcome held not only for more in-depth understanding of the content
information but also for the basic information that required memorization. This result
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indicated that standardized test preparation can be combined with teaching for conceptual
understanding, and students will benefit from both modes. Teachers’ recommendations in
the literature for integration of standardized test preparation with content and critical
thinking strategies are important for comparison with the participant teachers’
recommendations and possible applications to the local setting.
Implications
The findings of data collection and analysis include the high school teachers’
perceptions and experiences of pressure, stress, and decreased motivation about teaching
because of the mandate to teach to the test. These findings corroborated previous studies
documenting teachers’ perceptions and experiences of these factors in preparing students
for high stakes tests (Longo, 2010; Rubin, 2011; Thomas, 2013). Teachers believe that
there is more to teaching and learning than instruction of students for achievement on
state-mandated tests (Assaf, 2006, 2008; Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000; Berryhill et
al., 2009).
A major task of teachers is to instill in students a love of lifelong learning
(Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000). Students should learn in more profound and
meaningful ways than memorization, such as developing critical thinking skills (Bloom et
al., 1956; Forehand, 2010; Jensen et al., 2014). For student success in later education and
society, teachers will need to implement teaching strategies that prepare students for such
learning. Thus, another outcome of this study was teachers’ creative and innovative
recommendations for integration of necessary test preparation and critical thinking
strategies for student learning. From these findings, the following implications are noted.
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For teachers, study results may be used to build a profile of teachers’ needs and
preferences in terms of the necessity of teaching for test preparation, a narrow definition
of student achievement in terms of test scores, and teaching of important lifelong learning
skills. Teachers entering the profession may gain knowledge and cautions about teaching
requirements that will help prepare them for what is in store, as from a first-year teacher
in a Mississippi elementary school (Bhattacharyya et al., 2013; “Diary of a First-Year
Teacher,” 2013). With attention to Mississippi, study results may also be used for novice
and veteran teachers’ knowledge and classroom teaching strategies for the required
SATPs (Mississippi Department of Education, 2013).
For school administrators, presentation of the study data in an executive summary
or report to the high school administrators may inform them of some of the reasons for
teachers’ negative reactions to test preparation teaching. The report may also help explain
low teacher retention, high teacher departures, and election of early retirement.
Administrators may then be open to dialogues with teachers on solving such problems
(Jensen et al., 2014).
For the local school district, study findings may also provide the district with the
same reports as for school administrators and meetings with administrators and teachers.
Such meetings may support the cooperation between administrators and teachers and help
improve teacher morale (Al-Fadhli & Singh, 2010). As these effects take place, the
student achievement gap could be closed, students would perform better on the high
stakes tests, and the school report card would improve.
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For school and district administrators, study findings leading to teacher profiles
and their enunciated needs for effective teaching could be used for selection and
assignment of teachers to specific subject area classes. These assignments would be
based on teachers’ expertise and affinity for specified subject areas. With such decisions,
teachers would be more assured of teaching in their specialties and transmitting their
enthusiasm to students.
Summary and Transition Statement
NCLB (2002) mandates annual standardized tests for children in every public and
charter school toward meeting AYP. NCLB thus holds educational agencies and states
accountable for improving the quality of education for all students (Maleyko & Gawlik,
2011). However, many states are not meeting the goals set forth by NCLB, and
administrators have argued that the goals are unattainable (Stansfield, 2011; U.S.
Department of Education, 2014). For teachers to prepare students for improved scores
and passing grades on the tests, teachers are increasingly “teaching to the test” (Longo,
2010, p. 54).
The literature indicates that both students and teachers experience negative effects
of the rote teaching strategy: students are not getting the comprehensive education they
deserve; and teachers are experiencing pressure, stress, and lack of motivation to teach.
Teachers’ perceptions in response to the mandates include the quality of teaching,
compromise of professional pedagogical beliefs, constraints on teaching strategies,
anxiety over students test scores, and worries about job security (Assaf, 2006; BarksdaleLadd & Thomas, 2000; Berryhill et al., 2009; Jones & Egley, 2004). First-year and
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novice teachers have especially experienced these pressures (Bhattacharyya et al., 2013;
Brashier & Norris, 2008; “Diary of a First-Year Teacher,” 2013; Luton, 2009). Teachers’
motivation has also been adversely affected in many cases by the constraints of teaching
for high stakes test preparation (Finnegan & Gross, 2007; Gutierrez, 2014; Hayden, 2011;
Jones & Egley, 2004).
In Section 1, I have provided an overview of the NCLB mandates, the local
problem, and a review of the literature on teachers’ perceptions of standardized testing.
The literature review supports the need for further investigation as to how teachers
perceive standardized testing in terms of their teaching, pressures they feel, stresses they
experience, and their motivations. In addition, this review summarized teachers’
recommendations for remedying the problems of exclusive adherence to preparation of
students for state-mandated tests. In Section 2, I describe the research design,
participants, instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis for this study.
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Section 2: The Methodology
Introduction
In this section, I discuss the study methodology, including the research design,
description of the qualitative tradition, and justification for the research design. Then I
describe the participants, including selection criteria, justification for the number of
participants, and measures for ethical protection of participants. I next describe the data
collection procedures, including the interviews and roles of the researcher. Finally, I
describe the methods of data analysis, including coding and credibility procedures to
ensure accuracy and credibility of findings.
At the research site high school, low student scores on the state-mandated tests
and the negative ramifications of NCLB (2002) have constrained teachers to teach to the
test. Teachers’ attitudes toward standardized test preparation were also negative. The
teachers encountered pressure and stress at this mode of teaching, and many lost their
motivation to teach. Some left the school and the profession, taking early retirement or
transitioning into other careers. Thus, I explored the teachers’ perceptions of the required
state standardized testing and their experiences in this type of teaching. These perceptions
included their pressure, stress, and motivations for teaching, as well as their
recommendations for improvement.
Four research questions were formulated to explore the stated problem:
1. What are rural Southeastern high school teachers’ perceptions of teaching to
the SATP?
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2. What are rural Southeastern high school teachers’ experiences of pressure and
stress in relation to teaching to the SATP?
3. How have rural Southeastern high school teachers’ motivation to teach been
affected by teaching to the SATP?
4. What are rural Southeastern high school teachers’ recommendations for
integrating standardized test preparation satisfactorily with teaching
strategies?
To address these questions, a qualitative case study research design was used.
Qualitative Tradition and Research Design
Qualitative research differs from quantitative research in several ways. In
qualitative research, few participants are recruited, data gathering makes use of openended questions answered in depth, the sampling is purposeful, and interpretation is
personal (Creswell, 2012). According to Merriam (2009), the overall purposes of
qualitative research are to achieve an understanding of how people make sense out of
their lives, delineate the process of meaning making, and describe how people interpret
what they experience, often with identification of themes common to the participants. In
qualitative research, the investigator seeks the meaning of an experience from the
perspectives of the participants (Lodico et al., 2010).
Within the qualitative tradition, researchers engage in case study research to learn
more about, discover meaning, and gain insight into a particular individual, group, event,
or organization (Hancock & Algozzine, 2006). In a case study, a researcher focuses on a
specific setting or “bounded system” and a group or individuals within the setting
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(Lodico et al., 2010, p. 269). In a case study, the researcher observes and “investigates a
contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) in depth and within its real-world context” (Yin,
2013, p. 16). A qualitative case study was the appropriate choice for the current research
because the study took place in a “bounded system” (Lodico et al., 2010, p. 269), a single
high school. A real-world and current phenomenon was investigated, teachers’
perceptions of how high stakes testing affected their teaching.
A purposeful sample of participants is sought in case study research. The
participants have experience in the chosen setting and are willing to speak with a
researcher about their experience. Interactions are generally through one-to-one
interviews, which may last for a single hour to several hours. In the interviews, the
researcher elicits “thick description” (Creswell 2013, p. 202). This term refers to
thoughtful, detailed, multilayered responses that convey participants’ experiences
(Creswell, 2013). Qualitative findings “transport readers to the setting,” prompt shared
experiences, and provide realism (Creswell, 2013, p. 202).
In case studies, the researcher often conducts onsite observation. The researcher
may be a participant observer if the researcher is a part of the setting or culture or a
nonparticipant observer. Observations may also be carried out of particular events within
the setting (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2013). In the current study, I was not a participant
observer but in the interviews, thick descriptions were elicited as the participants
expressed their thoughts and feelings.
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Justification of Choice of Research Design
In this qualitative study, the case study method was used to enhance my
understanding of the situations and experiences of a small number of participants, a
purposeful sample, in a single setting (Leedy & Ormrod, 2012). Baxter and Jack (2008)
stated that the case study design is used to seek answers to research questions that may
explain the links between real-life situations that are too complex to study with
quantitative surveys and experimental strategies. In the present case, NCLB and other
federal and state testing mandates have adversely affected teachers’ perceptions and lived
experiences about their teaching in the high school under study. The case study design
allowed me to discover and explore the perceptions, views, and beliefs of teachers about
teaching to the standardized material in one specific setting, a rural Mississippi high
school.
Other qualitative research approaches were not appropriate for this study. In
grounded theory design, the focus is on building theory from the data collected (Merriam,
2002, 2009). In this study, I analyzed data in a comparative manner to answer the
research questions, but the intent did not include the development of a hypothesis or
substantive theory. Therefore, grounded theory design was not appropriate for this study.
In ethnography, the focus is on a culture, including values, rituals, habits, social
structures, and communication styles, in which the researcher spends generally long
periods within the cultural system (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009). For this study, the
inquiry was not focused on the culture of the school district or school itself but on

47
individuals within the school culture. Therefore, ethnography was not appropriate for this
study.
In the narrative qualitative approach, the researcher investigates the lives of
individuals through stories about their lives. The focus is on the individuals’ stories and
recollections of experiences, with analysis of the meanings of their experiences
(Creswell, 2013). However, the narrative approach was not appropriate for this study
because the intent was not to summarize or paint a picture of a single teacher’s
experience.
The phenomenological approach is designed for participants who share a common
phenomenon, and participants may be drawn from many settings (Leedy & Ormrod,
2012). The research focuses on the in-depth understanding of that phenomenon, with
interpretation by the researcher, noting of researcher biases (bracketing) that may color
accurate interpretation, and extraction of common themes (Moustakas, 1994, p. 78).
Moustakas (1994) described the purpose of phenomenology as a determination of what
an experience means for the persons who have had the experience and are able to provide
a comprehensive description of it. From the individual descriptions, general or universal
meanings are derived “to obtain comprehensive descriptions that provide a basis for a
reflective structural analysis that portrays the essences of the experience” (Moustakas,
1994, p. 13). In addition, phenomenology helps to inspire researchers and studies that
will lead to significant new knowledge of everyday human experiences, human
behaviors, and human relationships (Moustakas, 1994).
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Although the case study approach has some affinities with phenomenology, it
focuses on exploration of a particular event, organization, or system within a natural
setting (Yin, 2013), as noted above. The purposeful sample of this study helped ensure
accuracy because all participants fulfilled the criteria for the case study. The purposeful
sample also adhered to the purpose of the research (Donnelly & Sadler, 2009).
The most common forms of data collection in the case study approach are indepth and semistructured interviews, which allow participants to reveal their insights and
perceptions and reflect on their experiences within the setting. Findings reflect an overall
description and synthesis of the case (Leedy & Ormrod, 2012). In accordance with this
definition, in this research I sought in-depth understanding of teachers’ perceptions of
and responses to teaching to the required state-standardized tests in a single rural
Southeastern high school. All the teachers experienced the same experiences in
standardized test preparation. Therefore, to obtain meaningful information from
participants, this study employed a case study design.
Participants
Selection Criteria
The teachers selected for this voluntary purposeful sample had to meet four
criteria. These were as follows: (a) they must teach full-time at the research site high
school; (b) they must have been currently teaching in one or more of the subject areas
that required a standardized test at the end of the school year (English II, Algebra I,
Biology I, and U.S. History); (c) the teachers must have been willing to share
thoughtfully and express their beliefs about the requirement to teach to the test and its
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effects on their beliefs of pressure, stress, and motivation to teach; and (d) they must have
been willing to share recommendations for integration of standardized test preparation
with more creative teaching strategies.
Justification for Number of Participants
In this study, I interviewed a purposeful volunteer sample of 10 participants. A
purposeful sample is one in which the researcher deliberately selects individuals in a
specific setting or site to gain greater understanding of the phenomenon under study
(Creswell, 2013; Patton, 2002). This approach is "criteria-based selection" because the
researcher chooses participants who can provide particular information that cannot be
obtained as well from alternative sampling procedures (Maxwell, 2004, p. 88). The
participants selected provide “information-rich cases . . . from which one can learn a
great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the research” (Patton, as
cited in Lodico et al., 2010, p. 140). The participants at the study school were individuals
who had experienced and continued to experience the phenomenon studied. They had
lived experience of the phenomenon and could speak about their perceptions and
experiences in preparing students for the required standardized testing.
The number of participants in a study can vary depending on the purpose.
Creswell (2013) noted that from one to 40 participants can be studied in qualitative
research and cited four in each of two studies. For in-depth interviews, such as in the
current study, Groenewald (2004) recommended two to 10 participants. Fewer
participants increase the possibility of more in-depth inquiries and help ensure more
focused concentration on the content during the interviews (Patton, 2002). Guest, Bunce,
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and Johnson (2006) found that at 12 participant interviews their study themes had
reached saturation, the point at which no new data are revealed. Guest et al. pointed out
that “enough data existed after six interviews to support [their] four themes” (p. 78). The
assertion by Guest et al. indicated that themes could be repeated after six interviews and
that additional interviews may not be necessary for new information or themes. This
assertion supported my plan for 10 participants, which should have been sufficient for
revealing of the common themes.
In addition, given the variations in the literature, cited above, the number of 10
teachers for this study was acceptable. In addition, only 18 teachers in the high school
met the study criteria. Thus, the sample of 10 was adequate for cautious generalization
about the teachers’ perceptions and experiences of teaching for the standardized test
material. Twelve teachers volunteered, and I selected the first 10.
Procedures for Gaining Access to Participants
Access to the participants for this study for the teachers’ e-mail addresses was
gained through the cooperation of the school principal. The principal gave permission for
teacher access and my conducting this study (S. Brown, personal communication,
January 15, 2015; Appendix B). This administrator provided me with the e-mail
addresses of all teachers at the high school, and I e-mailed them my invitation to
participate (Appendix C). This invitation had my contact information for teachers to
respond.
I e-mailed all teachers at the high school my recruitment invitation to participate
(Appendix C). This invitation had my contact information for teachers to respond. The e-
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mail also contained the consent form (Appendix D). When teachers replied to me, those
who agreed to participate returned the signed consent. This form assured participants of
ethical protections and informed them of the study purpose and nature and procedures for
their participation, such as completion of a short demographic questionnaire, in-depth
interview with me, and duration of the interview.
Teachers were given assurances that the information they supplied would remain
confidential. They were told also that their participation was voluntary. They were further
told that they could withdraw at any time without detriment to their employment or
professional status. For any questions they had, I supplied the Walden University contact
information and my own. I contacted the first 10 teachers who responded to the invitation
to arrange an interview.
Methods of Establishing a Researcher-Participant Working Relationship
To increase participants’ ease, I arranged the interview locations away from the
school site at a local town hall in a private room. This location was chosen to assure
participants of privacy and confidentiality. I conducted the interviews with only one
participant at a time. I greeted participants, made sure they were comfortable, and
thanked them for participating. I continued with informal conversation to “break the ice”
(Leedy & Ormrod, 2012, p. 147). At each interview, I shared some of my teaching
background and the requirements of teaching. Then I explained the purpose of the study
and the role of the findings in helping participants and their colleagues in their teaching.
I gave participants several assurances. Their identities would be protected, and
they would be referred to only by participant number in the final report. No detrimental
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consequences to their school position would result from participation. In the interviews, I
specified that there were no right or wrong answers to my questions. I emphasized that I
was interested in their honest responses. I informed them that the interviews would be
audiotaped and that I would be taking notes. Finally, I informed participants that they had
the right to withdraw from the study at any time.
Prior to asking the interview questions, I requested that participants complete the
short demographic questionnaire and reminded them not to place their names on the
form, as only I had the key to their identities. When they completed the questionnaires, I
collected them. I also encouraged participants to ask any questions at any point for
additional clarification. One asked what would happen to the audiotapes. I responded
that, as the consent form indicated, they would be kept in my locked file cabinet
accessible only to me and destroyed after 5 years. Another participant asked whether I
was sure that names would not be used. I responded that no names would be used, and
the report would refer only to participant numbers. At each interview, I provided light
refreshments to promote participants’ further relaxation.
Measures for Ethical Protection of Participants
A letter of permission was provided by the school district for access to teachers’
e-mail addresses (Appendix B). The next step in protection of participants took place
before data collection. Approval for the study was obtained from the Walden University
Institutional Review Board (IRB) for the protection of human subjects. Next, the
recruitment invitation informed participants about the nature of the study, requirements
for participation, their roles, and basic protections (Appendix C).
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For teachers who volunteered to be participants, prior to each interview I e-mailed
them the consent form (Appendix D) assuring them of ethical protection. This letter
informed participants again of the study purpose and nature, as well as the procedures for
their participation, such as completion of a short demographic questionnaire, participation
in an in-depth interview with me, and the time of the interview (approximately 60 to 90
minutes). Participants were informed that their participation was voluntary; that they
could withdraw at any time without penalty; and that their school employment, standing,
or professional status would not be adversely affected.
Participants were also informed that there was no monetary compensation for
participation in the study and that the risks were minimal. However, their input could
help them and other teachers understand better the personal constraints of standardized
test preparation and arrive at strategies to integrate this requirement and more creative
teaching approaches.
Participants were reminded that all information they supplied would be
confidential, that I would assign pseudonyms to protect all identities, and that only I
would know their identities. They were informed that only I had access to all documents
used in the study. I would keep them in a locked file drawer in my home office for a
period of 5 years, per university regulations. They were informed that I would then
destroy the documents and all forms of the data.
Participants were also informed that their signed consent forms would be kept
separately from the data, and that any research subsequently published will protect their
identity and confidentiality. Finally, participants were asked to sign and date the consent
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form and were given a copy for their records. After they returned the signed consents to
me by e-mail or in person, we arranged a mutually convenient time and place for the
interviews.
Data Collection
Justification of Data Collected and Appropriateness
Two types of data were collected. The first was information from a short
demographic questionnaire. The second was participants’ responses to an in-depth
interview. Both of these types of data are described next. The total time for data
collection for each participant was 60 to 90 minutes.
Demographic questionnaire. Participants were asked to complete a short
demographic questionnaire (Appendix E). The choice of these data is justified and
acceptable in qualitative research so that I could describe the participants with individual
profiles and generate a descriptive table (Creswell, 2013). The demographic
characteristics may also help explain and provide insights into participants’ variations of
responses to the interview questions based on their years teaching, years at the high
school, and subjects taught, as well as directions for further research. The demographic
questionnaire consisted of eight short-answer items. These were participant’s name
(coded for protection), ethnicity, gender, age, years teaching, years at the high school,
grades taught, and subjects taught. The demographic questions were formulated based on
the literature (Berryhill et al., 2009; Finnegan, 2010; Hayden, 2011). Completion of the
demographic questionnaire was estimated to take 5 to 10 minutes.
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In-depth interview guide. The major data collected were the participants’
responses to the interview questions. These are outlined in the interview guide (Appendix
F). These data are appropriate for collection because the in-depth interview method is the
traditional and major way data are collected in a qualitative case study (Creswell, 2013;
Lodico et al., 2010).
The goal of the interview method of data collection in this case study was to elicit
the perspectives and experiences of the participants with regard to their standardized test
preparation at a Southeastern high school. I prepared list of questions, as Lodico et al.
(2010) suggested, but I was flexible in exploring ramifications of questions and probing
for additional information to assist in the collection of rich data (Baxter & Jack, 2008;
Creswell, 2013). This prompting ensured that participants describe their experiences and
emotions as fully as possible (Hatch, 2002; Merriam, 2002, 2009). The power of
qualitative interviews allows participants to share their unique perspectives in their own
words. Therefore, the interview method of data collection was the approach that most
closely aligned with the study purpose and research questions.
The interview guide consisted of eight open-ended questions based on the
research questions, with pertinent prompts to encourage participants to respond fully
from their experiences and reflections (Appendix F). An expert panel was contacted to
verify the interview guide and ensure that the interview questions reflected the study
purpose and research questions. The panel was composed of three professors with
advanced degrees in education and experience in educational research: Dr. Jennifer
Hemmingway, a professor at the University of Tennessee; Dr. Yolanda Sample, a
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professor at the University of Mississippi; and Dr. Samuel Williams, a professor at the
University of Mississippi. All three experts reviewed the questionnaire via e-mail, asked
questions, and provided feedback pertaining to format, style, content, and wording. I
revised the guide and resubmitted it several times, following the panel’s feedback. Then
the experts indicated that the content was valid. Completion of each interview with
participants took 60 to 90 minutes.
Plan and Process for Data Collection
Ten interviews were planned with teachers at the high school, as described above.
At the individual location away from the high school campus, I brought copies of the
demographic questionnaire (Appendix E) and interview guide (Appendix F), as well as
an audiotape recorder and notebook for my process notes. At the end of each interview, I
transcribed the audiotapes, making additional notes.
Following my transcriptions and data analysis, I contacted each participant for
review of the specific interview and my findings of the themes to verify accuracy. In an
e-mail, I thanked them for participating and attached my transcript of their interview and
a summary of the themes. I requested that they correct any of their interview responses
and include their thoughts on the themes. If corrections were needed, I instructed them to
type the corrections in bold font on the transcript and e-mail the attachment back to me. If
no corrections were needed, I asked participants to state this conclusion by return e-mail
to me. With this procedure, the participants had the opportunity to clarify their responses
in their interviews, if needed. They also had the opportunity to comment on the themes
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revealed in my data analysis. This was the procedure of member checking, used to assure
accuracy and credibility of the findings (Creswell, 2012) and described below.
Keeping Track of the Data
As I interviewed each participant, I kept a log of the location, date, and time for
each interview. I coded all the information in my log, the demographic questionnaire, and
the interview transcript with the same pseudonym for each participant. Only I had the key
to the name codes. I also made detailed field notes during and immediately after each
interview.
In transcribing each interview, I kept a handwritten reflective journal of thoughts
that occurred to me about each response, as well as recurring words and phrases as they
emerged. I recorded descriptive impressions, such as participants’ body language,
gestures, and facial expressions, and my own reflective notes (Glesne, 2011). After
transcription, I transferred my notes to a computer with files keyed to each participant’s
interview for my later examination during data analysis.
In my reflective journal I also recorded and memoed my own responses as I
listened to the participants. This was “bracketing” my thoughts, emotions, and
experiences so as not to influence participants’ responses (Moustakas, 1994, p. 78). I
bracketed consciously, especially because I am a teacher at the research site (discussed
below in the roles of the researcher).
Roles of the Researcher
My roles as the researcher were as an interviewer, data collector, data analyzer,
data interpreter, and writer of the final report. My professional role at this high school is
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as a veteran teacher, with 23 years of employment. I teach Grades 9 through 12 and the
subjects of family and consumer sciences. Although I am also licensed as an
administrator in the state, I do not currently have a supervisory position in relation to
other teachers or plan to take such a position.
I chose this school for the study because of my observations of fellow teachers’
stresses and frustrations and my desire to help with local problem that directly affects my
school environment. I am aware that a study of this setting, with which I am very
familiar, may raise questions of my bias in interpretation of the data gathered (Creswell,
2013). Knowing all the teachers, I am further aware that this acquaintance may raise
issues of conflict of interest. That is, conflicts of interest may occur from “coexisting
personal, financial, political, and academic interests and the potential exists for one
interest to be favored over another” (Israel & Hay, 2006, p. 120). The conflicts may be
primarily personal and academic. Thus, I was aware that I could tend to empathize too
much with participants, mentally relate my own struggles to theirs in teaching for
standardized test preparation, and ask questions that may not appear wholly neutral.
However, as the researcher, I implemented several approaches to minimize my
biases, following the recommendations of Creswell (2013). The self-reflection of the
researcher creates an open and honest narrative that will resonate well with the readers.
To strive for neutrality during the interview process, I first informed participants that I
am a fellow teacher. For neutrality of questions, I adhered to the interview guide
(Appendix F). To gain participants’ trust, I reiterated to them that their identities would
not be revealed in any report and that they could be at ease with the confidentiality of
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their responses. I also informed them that my own internal responses would not affect the
reporting of theirs.
Biases in research are inevitable. As Janesick (2000) pointed out, “There is no
value-free or bias-free design” (p. 212). However, the researcher identifies biases early
and becomes increasingly aware of them. Therefore, I was aware of my responses and
reactions and bracketed them during the interviews, as described above. I also carefully
monitored my nonverbal responses and possible clues to my own views and strived to
minimize them (Groenewald, 2004).
During data analysis, I reviewed my field notes and used my reflective journal. In
these, I noted my biases and possible parallel experiences so that these were uncovered
and did not affect the final data analysis. Creswell (2013) asserted that the qualitative
researcher’s role involves a shared, ongoing encounter with the participants in an
authentic setting. As noted, all the participants in this study were my colleagues at the
high school, and I teach in the same building. I have direct experience and knowledge of
the questions and issues addressed in this study.
Quantitative Data Collection, Analysis, and Results
I collected the demographic questionnaire (Appendix E) at the interviews and
used a manual mode to arrive at their demographic characteristics. First, I created a table
of the demographic items with headings for each participant number and then manually
extracted the data from the sheets. Next, I copied each participant’s responses onto the
table. Finally, I added all similar responses for each item and calculated the frequencies
and percentages. The resulting table is shown in Table 1.
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Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of Sample (N = 10)
Characteristic

Frequency

Percentage

Gender
Male
Female

4
6

40.0
60.0

Age Group
21-30
31-40
41-50

6
3
1

60.0
30.0
10.0

Ethnicity
Caucasian
African American

3
7

30.0
70.0

Number of Years Teaching
0-3
4-7
8-11
12+

6
2
1
1

60.0
20.0
10.0
10.0

Years at High School
0-3
4-7
8-11

6
3
1

60.0
30.0
10.0

Grades Taught
7-8a
9-10

3
7

30.0
70.0

Subjects Taught
English I
Algebra I
Biology
U.S. History

3
2
3
2

30.0
20.0
30.0
20.0

a

All teachers who teach middle school also teach high school.

61
Ten teachers at the research site participated. All volunteered for the study and
met the study criteria. As Table 1 shows, 60% (n = 6) of the teachers were female, and
40% (n = 4) were male. The majority, 60% (n = 6), were in the 21-30 age group, and a
majority were African American, 70% (n = 7). The majority of the teachers, 60% (n = 6),
also had from fewer than 1 to 3 years of teaching and from fewer than 1 to 3 years at the
high school.
The majority of the teachers, 70% (n = 7), taught Grades 9 and 10, although some
of the teachers taught more than one grade level. At the school, all teachers handle both
middle school (Grades 7 and 8) and high school (Grades 9 and 10). Of the sample, 30%
(n = 3) taught Grades 7 and 8. The subjects taught were English I, Algebra I, Biology I,
and U.S. History. The subjects were somewhat evenly divided: 30% (n = 3) taught
English I and Biology I, and 20% (n = 2) taught Algebra I and U.S. History (Table 1).
The majority, 70% (n = 7) taught Grades 9 and 10, although some of the teachers
taught more than one grade level. At the school, all teachers handle both middle school
(Grades 7 and 8) and high school (Grades 9 and 10). Of the sample, 30% (n = 3) taught
Grades 7 and 8. The subjects taught were English I, Algebra I, Biology I, and U.S.
History. The subjects taught were somewhat evenly divided: 30% (n = 3) taught English I
and Biology I, and 20% (n = 2) taught Algebra I and U.S. History (Table 1).
Qualitative Data Analysis and Results
The data were analyzed after each participant interview had been transcribed and
as an aggregate with all interview transcriptions. Both manual analysis and a software
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program were used. This mode of the interview transcripts enabled me to form initial
impressions based on the research questions and interview guide (Appendix F).
Manual Mode for Qualitative Analysis
In manual examination of the data, the researcher forms impressions and notes
them down (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Taylor-Powell & Renner, 2003). Lodico et al.
(2010) described interpretation of the findings as the researcher making sense of the
lessons learned, discovering personal reflections, or recognizing the relationships of the
findings to previous studies. In addition, interpretation should synthesize findings from
the research questions as well as reveal new research questions for investigation (TaylorPowell & Renner, 2003). The manual method enabled me, further, to become familiar
with participants’ responses in the interviews and furnished ideas for coding.
Software Program for Qualitative Analysis
In addition, I used qualitative data analysis software, the MAXQDA software
program, version 11 (MAXQDA, 2014). This is the pioneer software in the field of
qualitative data analysis. The program aids in document organization, coding and code
organization, pertinent document segments for quotation, and organization of field notes
(MAXQDA, 2014). This program aided with the initial sorting and organizing, as well as
quick access to searches through the data and initial grouping of information based on
repeated words and phrases.
However, use of this software did not supplant the manual mode of interpretation
and coding generation but enhanced the analysis with efficiency of the data storing and
retrieving processes. The software also facilitated the process of applying the codes to the
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data segments. Software helps in systematizing and facilitating all the steps in qualitative
data analysis (MAXQDA, 2014; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2011).
After the initial computer-aided sorting, I repeatedly reviewed the data manually
to become more familiar with all responses and refine my coding. The process was an
iterative one as I repeatedly reviewed the transcripts and made additional notes,
associations, and interpretations, finally refining the responses to themes and subthemes
pertinent to each research question.
Coding Procedure for Categories
Coding of qualitative data is an inductive and iterative process. The process
“involves examining many small pieces of information and abstracting a connection
between them” (Lodico et al., 2010, p. 305). I repeatedly reviewed the transcripts and
made additional notes, associations, and interpretations. My goal was to extract “thick
description,” the in-depth and rich descriptions (Lodico et al., 2010, p. 307) from each
participant in response to the interview questions.
I began the coding procedure by reading and rereading each interview transcript
thoughtfully, marking in the margins categories and repeated words and phrases. The
initial procedure yielded many codes and units of meaning. I then clustered the units of
meaning appropriately to form themes while remaining true to the participants’
responses. Throughout this process, I also bracketed my responses and wrote internal
memos so my reflections and thoughts did not interfere with the extraction of themes. I
also used the process of horizontalization, in which I reviewed and valued equally all
participants’ interview materials (Patton, 2002).
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After these steps, I applied the MAXQDA (2014) software program. This
program facilitates convenient data storage and retrieval. I inputted the text and
preliminary manual codes for further refinement of categories and themes revealed. The
program includes a process for coding data, a visual tool in which results can be
evaluated statistically and graphically. The program displays text segments, codes, and
coded segments, as well as weighting the codes for relative significance (Creswell, 2013;
MAXQDA, 2014). The researcher is able to add codes, memos, and comments to audio
files directly in MAXQDA’s multimedia browsers (MAXQDA, 2014). This program
helped me reduce the codes themselves, as well as repetition and redundancy.
With the program, I also noted specific text segments for verbatim illustration of
the themes. At the same time, I was aware of the caution of Lodico et al. (2010): “the
researcher still makes decisions about how to do the analysis and what the results mean”
(p. 306). Thus, I manually reviewed the information from MAXQDA as well. Below I
report the categories and themes that emerged, with participants’ verbatim support.
Qualitative Findings
The qualitative findings that emerged resulted from alignment with the research
questions in the following categories: (a) perceptions of teaching to the test, (b)
experiences, (c) teaching practices, and (d) motivation. With these categories as a basis, I
analyzed participants’ interview responses as described above to arrive at the relevant
themes and subthemes that emerged. In this section, I organized the findings by research
questions, themes, and subthemes, with participants’ verbatim responses supporting the
themes and subthemes. Not all participants’ responses are reported because some
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expressed the same or very similar thoughts. Those selected are examples of the most
representative of the responses (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Lodico et al., 2010).
Participants are identified by number (e.g., P1). Table 2 summarizes the themes and
subthemes for each research question.
Research Question 1: Perceptions of Teaching to the Subject Area Test Program
The first research question was answered by participants’ responses to the first
interview question (Appendix F). Teachers believed that teaching for standardized test
preparation had negative repercussions, including prohibition of teachers’ using the
creative strategies they had learned and students being prohibited from real learning and
focusing only on rote memorization. However, several teachers pointed out positives.
Theme 1: Positive effects—Fosters discipline and content mastery. However,
three teachers saw positives in the constraints to teach the standardized material.
P 5: Teaching to the test has been a positive. It gives us discipline as teachers and
helps the students master basic memorization skills. The test has created a sense
of responsibility for both us teachers and the students. Maybe the level of
responsibility is quite high, but it is good for the students.
P6: I have to admit that as a relatively new teacher I lack the background to
actually become creative with the content, so the rote lessons are a relief to me. I
do feel that next year, when I know the content more, will be a better year.
P10: Even though there is stress about teaching to the test, it’s good because it
ensures that as a teacher I know the content that will be tested.
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Table 2
Summary of Research Questions and Themes and Subthemes
Research Question

1. What are rural Southeastern high school
teachers’ perceptions of teaching to the
SATP?

Themes and Subthemes

Theme 1: Positive Effects: Fosters Discipline
and Content Mastery
Theme 2: Negative Effects: Inhibits Teacher
Creativity, Stresses Students
Theme 3: Teaching Is Data Driven
Subtheme 1: Positive Effects—Helpful
guidelines
Subtheme 2: Negative Effects—Limiting
to teachers and students
Theme 4: Required Instructional Practices:
Positive and Negative Effects
Subtheme 1: Positive Effects—Address
student needs
Subtheme 2: Negative Effects—Inhibit
teaching and learning.
Subtheme 3: Inadequate district, state,
and federal support

(continued)
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Research Question

Themes and Subthemes

2. What are rural Southeastern high school
teachers’ experiences of pressure and stress
in relation to teaching to the SATP?

Theme 1: Unhealthy Physical Reactions
Theme 2: Lack of Competence
Theme 3: Responsibility to Students

3. How have rural Southeastern high
school teachers’ motivation to teach been
affected by teaching to the SATP?

Theme 1: Positive Effects—Increased
Teachers’ Self-Efficacy
Theme 2: Negative Effects—Decreased
Motivation to Teach
Theme 3: Teachers’ Commitment to
Students
Theme 4: District, State, and Federal
Influences

4. What are rural Southeastern high
school teachers’ recommendations for
integrating standardized test preparation
satisfactorily with teaching strategies?

Theme 1: Creative Teaching
Theme 2: Need for Professional
Development
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Teachers’ responses for Theme 1 on the positive aspects of standard test
preparation support the mandated practice. These teachers’ responses may be considered
discrepant cases, because they contradict most other participants’ views. However, other
teachers pointed out the negative effects of mandated test preparation.
Theme 2: Negative effects—Inhibits teacher creativity, stresses students.
Most teachers, 7 of 10, reported many negative effects of teaching only for standardized
test preparation. The teachers reported these detrimental effects for themselves and their
students.
P1: Students are prohibited from learning and learning to think, and unhappily,
some of our teaching abilities and strategies are also prohibited. By that I mean
we can’t teach as we were trained. For example, some of the first-year teachers
who came with bright ideas of teaching learned that they were bound to teach
only to the test.
Theme 3: Teaching is data driven. Several participants pointed out that the
school was “data driven,” meaning that teachers must base their teaching on previous and
recent data collected from the subject-area standardized tests and 9-week benchmark
assessments. Pacing guides have been developed by the district and state that are used to
help teachers stay on track with skills to be taught and are tested. The pacing guides also
help teachers keep track of skills they have not taught so they can fill the gaps.
Subtheme 1: Positive effects—Helpful guidelines. This data driven component of
teaching for standardized test preparation was seen by some participants as positive.
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P1: The data information is reflects student learning. This shows that students are
being engaged in the learning process.
P2: Test taking material is very important, and it can be switched up to cater to
student needs.
P6: I continue to look at the data to help me move forward.
P7: I know some teachers resent the data but I don’t. I use the data and pacing
guides to help steer me where I need to go with my teaching. They are good
benchmarks.
Subtheme 2: Negative effects—Limiting to teachers and students. However,
other teachers were constrained by the data and its materials, as they did in teaching for
standardized test preparation overall. They also recognized the toll on students.
P1: I find it very stressful myself and can see it is for the students too. They are
overwhelmed, and I empathize with them. I am tired and so are they.
P3: I can only teach within certain narrow limits and feel very inhibited by those
guides. I’m not even certain it can be called teaching.
P4: Like I said, all these prohibitions mean the students miss out on a lot of other
aspects of learning and thinking. I don’t think it’s fair to them.
P8: We can’t go much beyond the test materials, and I believe that all creativity is
taken out of the classroom.
Theme 4: Required instructional practices. Teachers responded that the
requirements to teach to the test had both positive and negative effects on their

70
instructional practices. However, more teachers pointed out the negative effects than the
positive ones.
Subtheme 1: Positive effects—Address students’ needs. Three participants
pointed out positive effects of the prescribed and regimented instructional materials they
had to use.
P4: This curriculum ensures that my students are reading more in class. They get
to know how to draw conclusions and how to read maps or draw cartoons used in
history classes to show they understand various lessons.
P7: I look at my curriculum and teach according to what the students need to
know to pass a specific test. That’s how it is.
P 9: When teaching to the test, you are also trying to keep the kids engaged. It’s
not easy, because everything is laid out for you, and you have no leeway. I can
see that the students have a very hard time keeping their interest up.
Participants also frequently referred to the fact that the test drives their planning, and they
use all class time for memorization and test-related activities. Several talked almost sadly
about their former creative, thought-provoking activities that made teaching a joy for
them. As one said, “The fun has gone out.”
Subtheme 2: Negative effects—Inhibit teaching and learning. Similar to
participants’ perceptions of teaching for standardized test preparation (Theme 1), many
referred to negative effects on their instructional practices.
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P4: In my previous school, I looked forward to finding great new materials to
stimulate the kids, and I saw I was really using my training. Now I can’t do any of
that.
P5: Teaching to the test makes it very difficult to teach and be creative. My idea
of teaching was very different from what we have to do, and I didn’t know how to
make it work and at the same time follow the prescribed format we’re supposed
to. I have to say most of what I learned in teacher training is out the window.
P 8: Some students are already deficient in certain areas, and when I have to stick
only to the test materials and pacing guides, these kids may be prevented from
learning anything else.
P9: When teaching to the test you are trying to also keep the kids engaged, but it
tends to be boring for them. I can’t use my creativity or special materials or
anything. And I feel definitely limited as a teacher. There is much pressure
knowing that what I must teach is highly dependent upon what I have taught the
students, because I realize I have a pacing guide I have got to follow in order to
cover all skills that are required before students take the test.
P10: There is not enough time to get everything that is required done and say that
you substantially have taught your students something they can build upon in their
next grade level course. Teaching to the test doesn’t give me a chance to use
many great materials I have collected or to adapt the materials to individual
students’ needs. They can’t grow as students. And I am almost teaching them to
perform like robots.
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Subtheme 3: Not enough support from district, state, and federal sources. When
participants were asked about the influence school officials had upon their perceptions of
teaching for standardized test preparation, most teachers said that they believed the
district, state, and federal entities did not offer enough support in the school for teachers
who teach in tested area classes.
P2: I don’t think the state knows what it’s doing. It needs to stick to a testing
system and see the testing results before constantly changing and throwing off the
students, teachers, and administrators. This kind of thing is very upsetting and
makes our jobs harder.
P3: I wonder how much real educational background the people have who make
all the decisions. If they did, they would understand what it’s like to teach to the
test from the real classroom perspective before they make all these educational
decisions for our students and us.
P5: They say they support us, but they really don’t. They send out these quarterly
newsletters summarizing what they are supposed to have done. But we don’t see
supports in the form of materials or funds.
P8: I’ll tell you truly—the state should look more into building the schools up and
spend more money on education and less on the prison system.
P9: As a single teacher, I sure don’t have enough resources. I am always
scrounging and borrowing resources. So the district, state, or federal
government—or all of them—should step in to help. A lot of us feel this way. I
have often heard it.
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One participant referred to the district having sent three veteran teachers to a special
training for subject area expertise and creative teaching strategies. This training took
place during the fall. P7 said, “It was great that the district sent those three teachers for
additional training. But where does that leave the rest of us?”
Research Question 2: Perceptions of Pressure and Stress in Relation to Teaching to
the Subject Area Test Program
All 10 participants revealed that teaching for standardized test preparation
produced great pressure and stress. They described the effects of the pressure and stress.
The pressure and stress affected their physical responses, their competency, and their
commitment of responsibility to the students.
Theme 1: Unhealthy physical reactions. Participants reported a range of
physical symptoms.
P3: Many nights I can’t sleep worrying that the curriculum will really help the
students understand what is being tested.
P5: My day is so pressured with trying to keep up with everything we have to
cover that I often forget to eat lunch.
P6: I stay up late almost every night trying to figure out the data after the
benchmark assessments and how I can make it easier for students to learn what
the objectives call for.
P7: I still can’t get used to the idea that they want me to teach to the test. It goes
against my grain, and I don’t look forward to going to school anymore. As I am
driving up, I often feel almost physically sick.
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P8: There is daily stress and constant stress all year in dealing with standardized
tests, from whether a student should graduate down to if tests are needed
altogether.
Theme 2: Lack of competence. Teachers spoke about their feelings of
inadequacy in the required teaching mode and whether they were really helping their
students succeed. The teachers were forthright in their admissions that they lacked
confidence and felt incompetent.
P4: I struggle and see other teachers struggling to ensure the students gain all the
necessary knowledge to cover all the aspects of the test. I still don’t know if I
succeed.
P5: It’s funny—the standardized tests didn’t initially shake me up. But when I
saw how my students were faced with the test and how it actually affected them, it
had a big effect on me as their teacher. I started questioning my ability to get the
information across so they could pass.
P8: I keep believing that I’m incompetent to teach the students. This is not a good
feeling. It makes me question too my training and choice of career. Did I make a
mistake?
Theme 3: Responsibility to students. Despite the stress of teaching for
standardized test preparation, almost all participants voiced their opinions of
responsibility to the students and that their teaching inadequately could negatively affect
students’ performances on the state tests.
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P2: I always fear I am failing the students in ways that will stop them from
graduating from high school. This haunts me.
P4: My goal is to assist in any way possible to ensure that my students are
prepared for their test.
P5: I came in not wanting to teach to the test. Even though I think I have grown,
it’s not enough to ensure that each and every student rises to the occasion on their
test.
P6: There are some days when I realize that the education I am giving my
students is not something I am proud of. I wouldn’t want a classroom observation
when I am making them memorize things for the test—this is most of the time.
P9: I’m not doing my duty if I don’t cover all the objectives before testing time.
And it’s a real crunch. The students know it too, of course, and I empathize with
them.
P10: We are so pushed for time because of the pacing guide that I don’t see how I
can give the students what they really should have—in thinking, chances to
explore ideas, and just additional reading. I wish I could show them that reading
and thinking can be fun.
Teachers’ responses indicated that, despite their experiences of pressure and stress, they
believed strongly in their responsibility to the students to prepare them for successful
passing of the standardized tests.
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Research Question 3: How Teachers’ Motivation to Teach Is Affected by Teaching
to the Subject Area Test Program
Like their responses to some of the other questions, teachers responded with both
positive and negative observations as to how teaching for standardized test preparation
affected their motivation to teach. Many believed the constraints helped develop them as
teachers and had positive comments. A few teachers believed the limitations adversely
affected their teaching abilities. Several pointed out the effects on their career choice of
teaching.
Theme 1: Positive effects—Increased teachers’ self-efficacy. Teacher selfefficacy is the degree to which teachers believe that they can effectively teach all students
in their classes (Colbert & Kulikowich, 2006). Several participants observed that their
motivation to teach and self-efficacy increased with the requirements of teaching to
prepare students for standardized testing.
P1: My motivational level was not very high at first. But once I realized how and
why students were competing against others [in the district and state], then I got
more motivated to see them excel. I learned to craft questions according to the
test, and I have gotten better at it.
P2: I’m a first-year teacher, and I can discern that as the year has gone on I’ve
gotten better at teaching to the test. I can’t say specifics, but I see growth in
myself.
P3: I know the whole test preparation thing can be overwhelming, and the
students sure don’t need that stress. But I try to let nothing stress me. My job,
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and what motivates me, is to help the students learn. I give my all, and when the
students see this, many of them give their all. If they do, I do too. And I know
I’ve gotten better.
P5: I have to admit I am kind of biased when it comes to teaching between the
low and the high percentile students. I really enjoy teaching the higher percentile
kids and being able to push them forward to an even higher level of learning. It
challenges me too—I realize I’m developing more proficiency in my
teaching.
Theme 2: Negative effects—Decreased motivation to teach. Although many
responses showed teachers’ motivation was positively affected by the requirement to
teach to the test, some teachers voiced decreased motivation.
P6: I have to say that teaching to the test has affected my motivation negatively.
I’m not proud of how I teach and what I teach, even though I don’t like to admit
it. So I don’t really look forward to coming to school.
P7: I started the school year with great motivation, like it would be different
somehow. But I have to force myself to get interested now. The thing that keeps
me going is seeing the students and knowing they really need help.
P9: Yes, my motivation has gone down because of the sheer repetition and how
we have to cram so much in. I hate seeing the students’ blank or bored looks. And
a strange thing too—my motivation has been influenced by some of the other
teachers. They talk in the teachers’ lounge about how bad it is, and hearing this
makes me think too that it’s bad.
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Theme 3: Teachers’ commitment to students. In spite of the low motivation of
many participants, all remained committed to their students to help them. Conflicts
between teachers’ desires to help the students and comply with the standards and
methods that were set before them produced many emotional upheavals. But the teachers
never gave up.
P4: Like I said, I feel a responsibility to the students to get them through high
school.
P6: At first, I was extremely excited to share some of the creative methods of
teaching and learning I learned with the other teachers and students, but I soon
found that is not easy at all to do when I have to cover the standardized materials.
But I have found ways to reach the students anyway.
P10: I try to find ways to make the learning a little more interesting. It’s hard,
though, and I think the students see my frustration. And I see theirs. But I will not
give up on them. They deserve every chance, and if I can help give it to them, I
will.
Such responses indicate that teachers endured frustration and stress but did everything
they could to help their students be successful at the standardized tests.
Theme 4: District, state, and federal influences. Most participants
acknowledged the influences of district, state, and federal officials but in negative ways.
Although P7 acknowledged the district’s authorizing special training of three veteran
teachers, participants believed these administrative bodies did not offer enough support to
teachers.

79
P5: They say they support us, but they really don’t. They send out these quarterly
newsletters summarizing what they are supposed to have done. But we don’t see
support in the form of materials or funds.
P7: Once last year a state representative visited us and asked for our ideas and
feedback. We gave a lot, telling about how we needed assistance with better
curricula and more realistic pacing guides and schedules. And we waited. Nothing
happened.
P9: Their big influence is to continually impress on us the importance of the
students passing. But they don’t do much—or anything—to help us help the
students pass.
However, one teacher praised the district in a discrepant view. P6, a relatively
new teacher, understood why teaching for standardized test preparation was important for
students to compete. “I think the district is doing a decent job. They have constraints like
everyone else.” With the exception of P6’s comments, the responses followed from and
reiterated teachers’ earlier answers about district, state, and federal support. Support in
both cases was negligible.
Research Question 4: Teaching Strategies
Participants had many ideas for improved teaching strategies and believed
strongly about them. The teachers recognized they had to teach to the test. They also
emphasized that students should be taught creative thinking and that teachers should use
innovative methods for creative learning integrated with standardized test preparation.
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P1: More motivational tools for students would be helpful in the classroom to
help them develop creative thinking before the test. Tools could include survey
sites where students can take surveys to determine their interests. They could use
sticky pads to jot down their notes or thoughts. We teachers could use games such
as Jeopardy to jumpstart students’ understanding of an objective. These are just a
few of the tools that could be used. And they would catch the students’ interest.
P4: I try to ensure that similar strategies are used in my class as in the next level
class even if it is not directly related to the specific strategies of the next course.
At least that way the students will be a little prepared for what’s to come.
Theme 1: Creative teaching. Creativity has been a topic of discussion in
education for several decades (Craft, 2006). These teachers wanted to teach creatively
and believed it was possible to improve students’ creativity in the classroom.
P2: I feel very strongly that students should be able to read things that help them
have that” Ah Hah!” moment in relation to their own lives. For example, I try to
find novels and movie clips that are related to their everyday lives. Then I assign
essays where they explain how what they read or saw relates to a specifically
important time in their lives. This is how education can be meaningful.
P3: What about all the brain-stimulating tools, the graphic organizers, like mind
maps, fishbones, and different thinking maps to get them to think about causes
and effects and sequences.
P4: I think we should create more student-centered classrooms where students are
actively engaged in teaching and learning.
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P5: Many crosscurriculum strategies can be used to help students build their
knowledge not only for testing purposes but outside of tests as well. Students can
become involved in subject integration. For example, in history class, students can
discuss an event and then the language teacher would have them read and write
about it. The more student learning becomes interrelated, the more they retain and
relate.
P6: We should use tools such as small group discussions, guest speakers, case
studies, and role playing, just to name a few. These strategies would bring the
lessons alive to students, and they would be much more engaged. In my field of
English language arts, I recognize the focus should be more on how to get
students to think critically and use these processes to really learn.
P7: We need to help our students think outside of the box. We could get together
with other teachers and develop joint lessons. This would require planning among
the teachers, but I think it would be worth it. It would give the students variety
and help them see how two creative teachers work together.
P8: I like the reverse role play. After I teach a minilesson, say on Native
American daily life, I divide the group into small ones and the students choose
one aspect. One student becomes “the teacher” (they love this, and leads a
discussion on the aspect, with questions, clarifications, and summaries.
P9: I want to use think dots—they have to do increasing skills, like in analyzing a
story and creating their own letter as if it’s written by a character. We can relate
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the analyses to the test topics. We should use exit cards too. You can print your
own from templates and make them fun.
P10: I want the opportunity to help my students apply the mathematical concepts
to real-life situations so they see the practicality and meaning.
Theme 2: Need for professional development. Several teachers raised the
question of why professional development courses or seminars were not offered to help
them teach to the test and to incorporate creative teaching methods. Many voiced the
opinion that such programs would help them significantly. Some also referred to their
colleagues’ similar opinions.
P5: I have spoken to the district supervisor about professional development
workshops, because we really need to learn how to make the standardized
curriculum more interesting for the students.
P6: I just don’t know if the district or state can help us with teaching to the test
unless they give us more creative and effective ways to do so and still keep the
interest of the students. We really need professional development techniques. I
feel this need, and I’ve talked about it with a lot of other teachers.
P7: The state could offer more professional development programs that are
closely related to the structure of the test. These programs would show us how to
combine what we need to from the pacing guides so we can do justice for the
students. I think most of us really need these programs. Maybe if we got together
and sent a letter to the district supervisor and the state administrator, they would
give us several programs.
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P8: There are always innovative ways to teach different lessons and subjects. We
should be offered more professional development ways to actually teach the
content and keep our students engaged at the same time. With this combination, I
know they will learn and do better.
These responses indicated that teachers recognized their responsibility to teach to the test
and as well to teach their students creative thinking skills. To accomplish these goals, the
teachers expressed a need for guidance from the district and state, especially in the form
of PD programs.
Representative teachers’ suggestions for creative teaching strategies are
summarized in Table 3, with brief descriptions and examples of implementation. Based
on the teachers’ recommendations above, these strategies will be incorporated into the
planned PD (Appendix A). The strategies apply to all four subject areas (English II,
Algebra I, Biology I, and U.S. History) in which state tests are mandated. These
strategies will be incorporated in the PD.
Dealing with Discrepant Cases
Discrepant cases in qualitative research represent situations or participant’s views
contradicting the emerging themes and meanings discovered and are variations of the
emerging themes (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Discrepant data can be useful in
determination of the overall meanings and can “make the original pattern more distinctive
and yield insights to modify patterns” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 521). Several
discrepant cases were found in the data analysis of this study.
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Table 3
Representative Creative Teaching Strategies

Representative
Creative
Teaching
Strategy

Brief Description

Example

1. Reciprocal
Teaching (Role
Plays)

The student becomes the
teacher after the task has
been modeled by the
teacher. Students learn to
lead small group
discussions while focusing
on:
a. summarizing,
b. question generating,
c. clarifying,
d. predicting.

In U.S. History I, teacher
models one difference
between leadership styles of
two generals in Civil War.
Student then leads discussion
on other differences. Assigns
fellow students to write
summaries and ask additional
questions.

2. Miniworkshops

Short or small tasks that
narrows in on specific
topics or focal points where
students may show
deficiencies. This can be
used to lead into larger
concepts.

In English I, teacher asks
students to summarize
character description. Then
teacher leads students to how
the characteristics are
demonstrated in later
passage.

(continued)
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Representative
Creative
Teaching
Strategy

Brief Description

Example

3. Graphic
Organizers:
fishbones, mind
maps, thinking
maps

Give learners a pictorial
view and method of
conceptualizing thoughts
and ideas. Helps them
organize thoughts and plan
material to comprehend
with ease.

In Biology I, teacher supplies
a thinking map about
photosynthesis. Asks
students to fill it in on using a
Bubble Map for overview of
photosynthesis and how it is
uses light energy, carbon
dioxide, and water to make
organic molecules.
Discussion follows.

4. Think Dots

Prompt students into
thinking on different levels
by giving a variety of ways
to assess and discuss the
skills being taught.

In English I, teacher assigns
a story and asks students to
analyze it for plot, character
development, climax. Then
students choose a character
and write a little from the
character about the story
experience.

5. Crosscurriculum Strategy to approach a topic
Themes
from different perspectives
(different classes) to teach
students integration of
subjects.

With teacher collaboration, in
U.S. History I, students
discuss causes and
outcomes of World War II. In
English I, students write
letters as if soldiers fighting
the war.

(continued)
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Representative
Creative
Teaching
Strategy

Brief Description

Example

6. Exit Cards

Cards used to assess
whether or not students
have gained important
skills. The cards pose
questions to students at the
end of a lesson or class to
test students’
understanding.

In Algebra I, teacher assigns
students an equation in
which they must find the sum
of the squares of the lengths
of the legs of a right triangle.
Students must show work
and answers on the exit card.

7. Small Group
Discussion

A collaborative learning
strategy to build student
capacity for understanding
through open discussion.
Students learn from each
other. This method helps
promote a specialized
approach, especially when
students are grouped
according to ability level,
skills, deficiencies, or
commonalities.

In English I, students read an
assigned book and view a
movie based on the book
(e.g., The Giver). Book
assignment is 1 week.
Movie viewing is a double
class period. Teacher first models
discussion/questions on similarities,
differences, omissions. Students
resume in small groups. Present
group reports after meetings.

8. Thematic Units,
Student Portfolios

Combines curriculum
objectives and creative
strategies to organize a
lesson around a central
theme or topic.

In U.S. History, on theme of
Native American early life,
teacher guides students to
produce charts of facts, drawings or
photographs of typical artifacts,
maps, essays from standpoints of
teenagers in the culture.

(continued)
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Representative
Creative
Teaching
Strategy

9. Relation of
Learning to
Practical
Applications

Brief Description

Application of principles to
students’ own lives.

Example

In Algebra I, students
demonstrate how they use a
mathematical concept to solve a
problem in their own lives. For
example, a student has friends over
to the house and wants to buy pizza
for everyone. The student has $30.00
to spend. One medium pizza (cheese
only) is $9.50 and one large is
$11.50. How many medium pizzas
or how many large pizzas could the
student buy? The student must use
equations to arrive at the answers.

The procedure for dealing with the discrepant cases was based on the accuracy
and reliability of the findings, as verified by the use of peer debriefing and member
checking (Merriam, 2009). I noted and reported discrepant cases in the findings. For
example, for Research Question 1, most participants agreed that teaching for standardized
test preparation had negative repercussions (Theme 2), but three teachers cited positive
effects of discipline and content mastery (Theme 1). These teachers were among those
with less experience teaching (0 to 3 years). Participant 6 was “a relatively new teacher,”
and said the prepackaged lessons were “a relief.” Participant 5 welcomed the discipline
and content mastery for the students.
For Research Question 4, most teachers agreed that district, state, and federal
support and influences were negative—promises for improvement were made but not
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kept. However, one teacher, Participant 6, praised the district support, reiterating belief
that the standardized tests were important and complimenting the district for doing a
“decent” job.
Evidence of Quality for Accuracy
Accuracy and credibility of the findings were accomplished by several means to
ascertain the sample’s appropriateness to the research questions, the quality of the
interviews, and the appropriateness and completeness of the data analysis and findings
(Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009). First, my iterative process in both manual coding and
use of MAXQDA helped ensure the trustworthiness of the data. Many reviews of the data
aided me in reevaluating and deepening interpretations (Donnelly & Sadler, 2009). The
iterative process also helped me become more aware of researcher bias in the
interpretations.
Second, I asked a peer debriefer familiar with qualitative methods and data
analysis to examine my codes, field notes, and findings. The peer debriefer also reviewed
the themes to minimize researcher bias and ensure that the themes reflected the
participants’ interviews. To ensure greater confidentiality of the data, the peer debriefer
signed a confidentiality agreement (Appendix G). The purpose of the peer debriefing was
to ask me questions for reexamining conclusions, assumptions, and codes (Lodico et al.,
2010). I also asked the debriefer for input on my researcher biases and if they affected the
data analysis, as well as thoughts on the discrepant cases. With the debriefer’s input, I
was also able to reflect on other ways of looking at the data.

89
Third, I instituted member checking, as noted above. This is the process of asking
participants to review the transcripts of their interviews and my themes for accuracy with
regard to their input and viewpoints (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009). Creswell (2013)
described member checking “as taking the final report or specific descriptions or themes
back to participants and determine whether the participants feel that they are accurate”
(Creswell, 2013, p. 191). Thus, after data analysis, I communicated with the participants
for this purpose.
Participants were informed of member checking in the recruitment invitation
(Appendix C) and the consent form (Appendix D). I conducted this process by e-mail and
sent the participants the transcriptions of their interviews as well as the final themes to
check the accuracy of the information they provided in the interviews and their responses
to the themes. I asked them to review carefully my descriptions and conclusions and
indicate their corrections. Member checking of the transcripts and themes took
participants 30 to 45 minutes.
All participants found the transcriptions accurate. Several also commented that
the transcripts reflected their thoughts well. One wrote additional comments to the
transcription, expanding on the original response to a question (thoughts on creative
strategies). The participants also commented favorably on the themes, saying that they
described well their perceptions and observations.
Summary of Methodology
At the high school under study, the problem was that teachers’ attitudes toward
high stakes testing have had a negative effect on their teaching practices as well as the
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students they teach. As a possible result, students’ standardized test scores have remained
low, placing the school under strict guidelines and in jeopardy of official sanctions. The
purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore high school teachers’ perceptions of
the required state standardized testing and its effects on their teaching, specifically to
examine teachers’ pressure, stress, and motivations for teaching, as well as their
recommendations for improvement in this economically disadvantaged high school in the
southeastern United States. Findings should contribute to understanding of teachers’ lived
experiences of teaching for standardized test preparation and elicit their suggestions for
more satisfying yet effective teaching.
In this section, I described the study methodology. The research design best suited
for this research was a qualitative phenomenological case study, with investigation of the
teachers in a rural southeastern U.S. high school. In the research questions I formulated, I
explored their perceptions about teaching for standardized test preparation, their
perceptions of pressure and stress and motivation to teach. I also requested their
recommendations for integration of creative teaching strategies with preparation for the
state-mandated tests. To fulfill the study purpose, I recruited a purposeful sample of 10
teachers who met the four criteria and taught at the high school.
My role was an observer, although I am a fellow teacher in the high school. I
chose this topic and the research site because of the problems I have observed from the
state and district mandates for teachers to teach to the test. However, I guarded against
researcher bias by my field notes and reflexive journal to ensure accurate interpretation of
the data.
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I gained access to participants through the school principal and sent potential
participants an invitation to participate (Appendix C). In this invitation and the consent
form (Appendix D), I explained to participants the requirements of participation and steps
for their ethical protection and confidentiality. The data collected included a short
demographic questionnaire for construction of participant profiles (Appendix E) and an
in-depth interview guide (Appendix F) for one-to-one private interviews with each
participant away from the school grounds. I collected participants’ responses to the
demographic items and audiotape and transcribed participants’ interview responses. I also
kept a handwritten reflexive journal of my own responses and reactions to the
experiences and perceptions they expressed.
My data analysis of the demographic responses was manual, with use of summary
tables to arrive at frequencies and percentages. More than half the participants, 60%,
were female; ages 21 to 30, and African American, 70%. More than half, 60%, also were
teaching from under 1 to 3 years and had from under 1 to 3 years at the high school. The
majority, 70% (n = 7) taught Grades 9 and 10, although all teachers are assigned Grades 7
and 8 as well. The subjects taught were relatively equally divided among the teachers,
with 30% (n = 3) each teaching English I and Biology I, and 20% (n = 2) teaching
Algebra I and U.S. History (Table 1).
My data analysis of the interviews was both manual and assisted by a software
program, the MAXQDA (2014) software program, version 11, to identify emerging
themes and coded written responses. In the qualitative analysis, I used an iterative
approach of reading and studying the transcripts and identifying repeated words, phrases,
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and segments with application of codes. These were condensed and synthesized into
themes, with attention to the research questions. Discrepant cases were noted and
discussed.
Quality of the data, accuracy, and credibility were enhanced by the purposeful
sample, my coding and extraction procedures, and a peer debriefer who examined my
codes, field notes, and findings for adherence to the research questions. In addition, the
accuracy of the interviews and the themes extracted were enhanced by member checking,
in which participants reviewed their transcripts and the themes and gave feedback or
correction.
Themes and subthemes were reported by research question, with appropriate
verbatim responses from the participants. Table 2 illustrates all themes and subthemes.
The themes indicated teachers’ well thought out and balanced thinking about their
requirements to teach to the test. The subthemes explained the impact of teaching for
standardized test preparation in more depth. Discrepant cases were indicated and
discussed.
For Research Question 1, teachers’ perceptions of teaching to the SATP, I
discovered four themes. These were positive effects in terms of fostering discipline and
content mastery, negative effects in terms of inhibition of teachers’ creativity and great
stress for students, teachers’ recognition that their teaching was data-driven (previous test
data that dictated curricula to align with test criteria), and the required instructional
practices. The data-driven teaching had three subthemes: positive in terms of helpful
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guidelines; negative in terms of limiting teaching and learning; and not enough district,
state, and federal support.
For Research Question 2, teachers’ perceptions of pressure and stress in teaching
to the SATP, I discovered three themes. The first two were teachers’ admission of
negative aspects: experiencing unhealthy physical reactions and perceptions of lack of
competence to teach for standardized preparation. The third theme was teachers
expressing a sense of strong responsibility and commitment to their students to “get them
through,” as one said.
For Research Question 3, how teaching to the SATP affected teachers’
motivation, I discovered four themes. These were both positive and negative. In the first
theme, some teachers noted that the necessity to adhere to the constraints increased their
self-efficacy as teachers and motivated them further. In the second theme, other teachers
admitted their motivation to teach had decreased. The third theme reiterated a point
associated with Research Question 2, Theme 3, teachers’ responsibility to students. With
regard to Research Question 3, despite teachers’ often low motivation to teach, they
strived to stay committed to students to help them succeed. The fourth theme followed
from Research Question 1, Theme 4, Subtheme 3, district, state, and federal support. For
Research Question 3, teachers believed that although district, state, and federal officials
promised help and seemed to listen to teachers’ concerns, the help was minimal and the
influences were primarily negative.
For Research Question 4, teachers’ recommendations on integration of creative
teaching strategies with teaching to the test, I discovered two themes. The first was
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creative teaching, which the teachers emphasized should be added in the classroom. They
had many suggestions for incorporation of creative teaching strategies. The second theme
was professional development. Most of the teachers observed that PD programs for
integration of creative strategies with test preparation were not offered and that they
needed these programs.
The themes revealed for each research question addressed the study problem. The
themes provided insights into teachers’ perceptions, teaching practices, and experiences
in their constraints of teaching for mandated test preparation. Teachers’ recommendations
for improvement in the teaching and learning conditions led to the following rationale for
implementation of the project study.
Project Study Rationale
This study focused on eliciting the perceptions, teaching practices, and
experiences of teachers in a rural Southeastern high school about their mandate to teach
to the test. The study results indicate that, despite pointing out some positives, these high
school teachers were generally dissatisfied and frustrated with the constraints, and they
observed the negative effects on themselves and their students. One of the most striking
aspects was the teachers’ desire for PD programs that would help them with the problems
they cited in the interviews. Teachers pointed out especially how they wanted to integrate
creative teaching strategies with the mandated test preparation and still help students
improve their test scores.
Development of teachers’ knowledge of subject matter, professional judgment,
and strengths they bring to the classroom are crucial to their effectiveness and impact as

95
teachers (Fang, 2013).Teacher PD is “one of the keys to improving the quality of U.S.
schools” (Desimone, 2011, p. 28). PDs may take many forms, from formal seminars and
workshops, courses, and institutes to informal exchanges with other teachers. The
purposes of the PD are to equip teachers with greater knowledge, supply them with more
effective skills, and support positive attitude changes that will enhance their instruction
and teaching philosophies. These changes improve their students’ learning (Desimone,
2011).
Previous studies have documented teachers’ calling for PD. Aspects include
mentoring, networking, and special resources for novice teachers (Al-Fadhli & Singh,
2010; Luton, 2009). In addition, teacher PD has been found to improve student learning
(Antoniou & Kyriakides, 2013; Foster, Toma, & Troske, 2013; Sample McMeeking,
Orsi, & Cobb, 2012). If education is to benefit from the results of improved student
learning, quality PD programs need to be developed.
Findings from the data analysis of the teachers’ interviews in the present study
revealed that they desired and requested PD for several reasons, as summarized in Table
2. Teachers also seemed to recognize its benefits to both themselves and their students
(Research Question 4, Theme 2). Through the PD, these benefits would help teachers use
the positive aspects of teaching for standardized test preparation (foster discipline and
content mastery) and minimize the negatives (inhibits teacher creativity, increases student
stress, inadequate district, state, and federal support; Research Question 1, Themes 1-4).
The PD would also address teachers’ experiences of pressure and stress regarding
teaching for standardized test preparation (unhealthy physical reactions, lack of
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competence, responsibility to students; Research Question 2, Themes 1-3). Additionally,
the PD would help teachers restore their motivation to teach (increase their self-efficacy,
commitment to students; Research Question 3, Themes 1-4).
Therefore, based on these findings, a 3-day PD project will be created for the
teachers. I describe this project in Section 3 and include descriptions of the purpose,
goals, and learning outcomes. The description will also outline the components, timeline,
activities, and formats of the modules, as well as hourly details of the training. It is hoped
this project will be implemented at the high school to help teachers resolve the problems
they experience from teaching for state-mandated test preparation and to incorporate
creative teaching strategies into their teaching.
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Section 3: The Project
Introduction
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore rural high school
teachers’ perceptions of the required state standardized testing and its effects on their
teaching. The research site was a southeastern U.S. economically disadvantaged high
school. In the findings, I revealed teachers’ pressure, stress, motivations for teaching, and
recommendations for improvement. The teachers recommended creative strategies that
could be integrated into state-mandated teaching through PD programs and noted that
such programs were needed. The proposed project, a 3-day PD training program,
addresses the teachers’ difficulties in required teaching and focus on their needs.
In this section, I present the goals of the program, a rationale as to why this
project genre was chosen based on the data analysis of Section 2, and a review of PD
literature. Next I describe the project, including needed resources, supports, potential
barriers and solutions to the barriers, implementation with a timetable, and roles and
responsibilities of all those involved. Finally, I describe the evaluation plan for this
project and discuss implications for a positive social change. The entire project agenda
and materials appear in Appendix A.
Description and Goals
At the local study site, teachers had negative attitudes toward high stakes testing
and the resultant effects on their teaching practices. Although some of the teachers
recognized several positives of teaching for standardized test preparation, most
experienced pressure and stress at this mode of teaching, and many lost their motivation
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to teach. This combination resulted in some teachers leaving the school, as has taken
place in other schools (Rubin, 2011). At the high school, student test scores were affected
negatively, as often takes place (Ronfeldt et al., 2013), and the low student scores put the
school at risk with regard to NCLB criteria (Thomas, 2013).
This PD program of 3 full days will be conducted in August prior to the start of
the fall term. The PD will address teachers’ experiences of pressure and stress and low
motivation about teaching and help them integrate creative instructional strategies with
the necessary student test preparation. The program will help meet their needs and
provide support with the primary goals of (a) decreasing the teachers’ pressure and stress
about teaching for standardized test preparation and increasing their motivation and
desire to teach, (b) teachers’ sharing of their perceptions, (c) instruction in how to
implement integrative teaching strategies, (d) practice in collaborative lesson planning
and problem solving, and (e) creation of innovative classroom activities and lessons for
use with students in the classrooms.
I will develop this PD, and a trained colleague, a veteran teacher, will conduct it
after several conferences with me. In the fall of 2015, Ms. Bennett [pseudonym] and two
other veteran teachers were sent by the district to a series of seminars in their areas of
expertise and development of creative teaching strategies. The goal was for these teachers
to conduct workshops in the four subject areas of English I, Algebra I, Biology I, and
U.S. History to help fellow teachers develop and implement creative teaching strategies
as they help students prepare for the state-mandated tests. I requested this teacher, who
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had taught all four subject areas and will be available during the summer for conferences
with me prior to the PD in August.
The PD will contain the characteristics necessary for an effective program.
Teachers will learn from lecture, group methods, and online self-reflection. They will be
given materials, resources, and assigned readings and activities individually and in small
groups. They will be asked to read, write, think, and contribute together in practice
modules. They may also share their problems and, as Rose (2015) suggested, learn from
others who have successfully implemented teaching that combines various modes.
It is hoped that this program will also renew teachers’ initial enthusiasm for
teaching. The goal is to prepare them more creatively for teaching critical thinking skills
as well as test preparation for the improvement and higher quality education of their
students. As Williams and Wilson (2012) noted, “There is a need for more extensive
teacher professional development in pedagogies which attempt to integrate intellectual
rigour and relevance” (p. 471). If the program is successful, as evidenced by the teachers’
evaluation and self-reflections, I will suggest to the principal that it be implemented
regularly for teachers at the research site high school.
Rationale
PD training has been effective for teachers of English, mathematics, science, and
other subject areas, with concomitant increases in student test scores (Antoniou &
Kyriakides, 2012; Foster et al., 2013; Sample McMeeking et al., Stronge, 2013). PD
activities within and beyond the school day have been shown to have positive effects on
teachers (Bayar, 2014). Providing PD for teachers can be a critical component, especially
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in this age of teacher accountability for student achievement on state standardized tests
(Krawec & Montague, 2014). Teachers’ PD is considered a primary effective way for
improving teachers’ knowledge, skills, and teaching strategies (Lutrick & Szabo, 2012).
In this study, the teachers at the research site experienced pressure and stress and
lost motivation for teaching because of the district and state mandates and data-driven
curricula for improved student achievement on the annual tests. As a result, in the
interviews, many teachers referred to the mandated data-driven curricula and rote
methods they were obliged to use or risk their jobs. Teachers desired more creative
teaching strategies that could meet the demands without the sacrifice of creative teaching
or development of students’ critical thinking skills. In addition, teachers suggested the
need for PD training that would provide strategies and support to surmount their
pressures and provide them with tools for implementation of more innovative teaching
strategies.
The following participant comments are representative:
P5: We really need to learn how to make the standardized curriculum more
interesting for the students.
P6: We really need professional development techniques.
P7: The state could offer more professional development programs that are
closely related to the structure of the test. These programs would show us how to
combine what we need to from the pacing guides so we can do justice for the
students. I think most of us really need these programs.
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P8: There are always innovative ways to teach different lessons and subjects. We
should be offered more professional development ways to actually teach the
content and keep our students engaged. I feel certain they will learn and do better
on the tests.
The literature on the success of PD training, and the current participants’
recommendations for this mode were the reasons I chose this project genre. Their
problems as revealed in the themes found in the study interviews will be addressed
through the content of the project, in which both facilitator and participants will be
encouraged to contribute. The PD will address teachers’ responses to the positive and
negative effects of teaching for standardized test preparation (RQ1, Themes 1, 4);
teachers’ experiences of pressures and stress in teaching for standardized test preparation
the test (RQ2, Theme 1); creative teaching strategies (RQ4, Theme 1); teachers’
motivations to teach (RQ3, Themes 1, 2, 3); and district and other institutional support
(RQ1, Theme 4, Subtheme 3; RQ3, Theme 4).
The PD will serve as an initial solution to the problems teachers revealed in their
interviews because of the new learning and approaches it may produce, the training that
may increase teachers’ knowledge and confidence in teaching for standardized test
preparation, the strategies that will help them integrate creative teaching, and the mutual
support the teachers may experience. Student achievement will remain stagnant unless
PD is addressed as the key to student success (Brand & Moore, 2011; Joyce & Showers
2002; Pehmer, Groschner, & Seidel, 2015). Thus, a PD program would seem to help
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remedy the research site low student achievement and the teachers’ problems in teaching
for standardized test preparation.
Review of the Literature
In the literature review, I provide an explanation as to why a PD genre was used
to design this project. I summarize relevant literature related to PD. The subsections are
the following: a summary of the theoretical framework that grounded the project, PD’s
effectiveness for student learning and teacher improvement, teachers’ views on PDs, and
characteristics of successful PDs. For this review, databases searched included Academic
Search Premier, Educational Research Complete ERIC, Google Scholar, Professional
Development Collection, ProQuest, and Teacher Reference Center. Search terms I used
included the following: professional development, standardized tests, state-mandated
tests, student achievement, teacher improvement, teaching to the test, teachers’
perceptions, and teachers’ dissatisfactions. I sought related research with combinations
of these terms in the academic databases as well as the main Internet search box. The
search was limited to the last 5 years, except for historical and background material.
Conceptual Framework for Professional Development Program
The conceptual framework that guided this PD, as it guided the study with
participants, was the incorporation of social constructivism and pragmatism. In
constructivism, individuals seek understanding and meaning of their worlds, and these
are subjective and multifaceted (Crotty, 2005; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Patton, 2002).

103
With constructivism in mind, and based on the teachers’ responses in their interviews to
the issues of teaching for standardized test preparation and creative teaching strategies,
the PD will address both teachers’ group and individual needs.
Pragmatism seeks understanding of problems and application of solutions
(Marshall & Rossman, 2010). Employment of this concept in the PD, based on study
participants’ input, should help teachers meet the challenges of incorporation of creative
teaching strategies to standardized test preparation. As Teddlie and Tashakkori (2011)
pointed out, the pragmatic approach emphasizes action that remediates problems.
The design of this PD focuses on teachers’ perceptions of the negatives associated
with teaching for standardized test preparation and their greater use of creative strategies
that will involve their students. Royce (as cited in Doig & Groves, 2011) drew a parallel
between teachers of mathematics and students: “What we know to be true for students
also applies in this [professional development] situation to adults. That is, that teachers
learn best by doing and building their own understanding rather than being told” (p. 78).
The planned PD will help teachers build their own understanding and reaching teir own
conclusions about the issues that confronted them.
In the plan of the PD with the principles of constructivism and pragmatism as a
foundation (Lodico et al., 2010; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2011), for maximum help to
teachers various formats will be used, such as the group as a whole, small groups, and
dyads. Resources will include PowerPoints, handouts, Internet searches, and books;
activities will include reading, writing, discussion, and group reports (Caffarella &
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Daffron, 2013). Blended activities, in-person and online, will be suggested (Fisher &
Frey, 2014).
Further, individual teachers’ needs will be addressed as part of the application of
pragmatism. Fisher and Frey (2014) pointed out that different secondary teachers may
need different aspects of help. Some are strong in content and need pedagogical
strategies; others are strong in pedagogy but need aid in content mastery and
transmission, although with the mandates of NCLB, teachers are generally more expert in
content than pedagogy. As Fisher and Frey observed, some teachers’ instructional
strategies are “rusty or inconsistent” (p. 207). The planned PD will help teachers address
their individual needs.
The PD will be challenging with its two purposes. These are to (a) address the
negative effects that study participants discussed in the requirement to teach for student
preparation for the state-mandated tests and (b) to share the integration of creative
teaching into the students’ required content mastery. Teachers will be encouraged to use
their imaginations and creativity to create lesson plans, individually and together, that
reflect the best integration for maximum teacher interest and student retention (Drapeau,
2014).
Professional Development and Required Mandates
The NCLB mandated teacher accountability and required annual testing of
students for adequate performance, reducing achievement gaps, and improving student
proficiency (Al-Fadhli & Singh, 2010; Hemelt, 2011; Pella, 2012). Teacher effectiveness
should be measured by impact on student learning and defined by students’ adequate
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performance on standardized, high stakes examinations (Taubman, 2014). PD of teachers
is seen as an avenue not only to help students pass the required state-mandated tests and
graduate from high school but also to help them people learn complex and analytical
skills necessary for their success in 21st-century society (Telese, 2012). For effective
teachers, PD was seen as a necessary component by the NCLB act (Fang, 2013; Sample
McMeeking et al., 2012; Telese, 2012). For teachers to translate state policies into
classroom practices, they must have the requisite training and resources (Al-Fadhli, 2010;
Lutrick & Szabo, 2012).
Studies have documented the efficacy of teachers’ PD for improving students’
mandated test scores. For example, a large study over 5 years was conducted by the
Educational Development Center with middle and high school science teachers in eight
schools in the Boston, Massachusetts area (Fields, Levy, Karelitz, MartinezGudapakkam, & Jablonski, 2012). Students’ scores of teachers who had participated in
PD programs were significantly higher than students’ scores of teachers who had not
participated in the programs. Similar results were obtained in Colorado, with middle
school students from seven districts and 64 schools; the students’ mathematics test scores
increased after teachers’ 15- to 24-month PDs in content and instructional strategies
(Sample McMeeking et al., 2013).
One of the criteria for state-mandated tests is data-driven curricula. In the current
study, many teachers were frustrated with this requirement and were limited by it; “all
creativity is taken out of the classroom” (P8). In a study of teachers’ PD and data-driven
instruction, Pella (2012) reported that middle school teachers of English language arts

106
from urban, suburban, and rural schools voiced similar frustration and rejected datadriven models of PD that would aid them in teaching for standardized test preparation.
Rather, through designing and analyzing lessons, the teachers broadened these PD
models in favor of collaborative, contextual, and qualitative methods, such as use of
media, group work, observations, and student artifacts. The new models restored
teachers’ enthusiasm and creativity to teaching while at the same time preparing students
for state-mandated tests. Thus, PDs may be required but, as Pella’s (2012) results
showed, they can be innovative and motivating for teachers.
Professional Development and Teacher Effectiveness
As shown in the current study results (Section 2) and previous studies, many
teachers become disillusioned and demoralized by teaching for standardized test
preparation and with data-driven methods (Al-Fadhli & Singh, 2010; Bhattacharyya et
al., 2013; Donnelly & Sadler, 2009; Pella, 2012). Therefore, teachers’ PD should provide
tools that not only educate them but also support their best practices in the classroom and
affect student learning (Darling-Hammond, Wei, & Andree, 2010; Lehiste, 2015; Telese,
2012). PD that results in improving teacher quality has been found directly linked to
increases in student achievement (Desimone, 2011; Koellner & Jacobs, 2015; Norton,
2011; Tawalbeh, 2015).
For teachers to maintain and upgrade their skills, periodic and regular PD is
required (Gill, 2016; Mack, Watson, & Camacho, 2012). PD programs should have the
goals of improving teachers’ knowledge, instructional strategies, and pedagogical
principles they adhere to. Improvements are necessary so teachers can help their students
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meet the challenges of the 21st century (de Vries, van de Grift, & Jansen, 2014;
Tawalbeh, 2015).
Teachers may have neither the time nor resources to travel to conferences or
courses outside their home school for maintenance and extension of their knowledge and
instructional strategies. However, PD experiences are often necessary for teachers to help
their students increase their knowledge, grades, and state-mandated test scores (Byrd,
Hlas, Watzke, & Valencia, 2011; Shady, Luther, & Richman, 2013). If PDs are skillfully
implemented and supported by the school and by federal, state, and local policy, they
constitute a powerful means to advance student learning (Croft, Coggshall, Dolan,
Powers, & Killion, 2010).
Studies on the effectiveness of PD with regard to student learning have shown
mixed results. Lee, Linn, Varma, and Liu (2010) found teachers’ PD to positively
influence middle and high school students’ achievement in science, including high school
physics, chemistry, and biology. Mikelskis-Seifert and Duit (2012) found with German
middle and high school teachers of physics that teachers substantially changed their
views in positive ways of “good” instruction and valued the PD for opportunities to
cooperate with other teachers (p. 224). However, feedback from teacher questionnaires
revealed little significant change in their beliefs about teaching and learning. With middle
and high school teachers of energy science, Seraphin, Philippoff, Parisky, Degnan, and
Warren (2013) found after evaluations that teachers’ interest in the PD was high but their
confidence in teaching the subject remained low compared to other subjects. With fifthgrade science teachers, Diamond, Maerten‐Rivera, Rohrer, and Lee (2014) found that,
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after a PD, teachers’ content knowledge significantly improved but classroom
observation ratings did not.
Antoniou and Kyriakides (2013) studied teaching skills and primary school
student mathematics achievement with PD integrating learning theory, teacher
development, and content. Evaluations at the start and conclusion of the intervention
showed that both teachers and students improved. However, a 1-year follow-up
evaluation showed no significant gains for either group. Antoniou and Kyriakides (2013)
observed that this result took place because no interventions were conducted during the
period before the follow-up evaluation. For participants in both groups, their teaching
skills had not changed. The authors pointed out that research findings support
improvement for teachers who participate regularly in effective PD programs.
In the area of mathematics, Dash, Magidin de Kramer, O’Dwyer, Masters, and
Russell (2012) found with fifth-grade teachers’ PD programs, teachers in the group who
participated in PD improved significantly in their knowledge of content and teaching
practices than teachers in a control group. However, as a result of the PD, no significant
differences were found in their students’ achievement in mathematics. Secondary
mathematics teachers in a study by Telese (2012) showed puzzling results of various PD
activities. Regarding student achievement, the teachers’ knowledge of content, as
indicated by their mathematics content courses, predicted the students’ gains more than
the teachers’ instructional knowledge, as indicated by their mathematics education
courses. Further, teachers who participated in fewer PD activities had students who had
higher scores than teachers with more PD activities. As Telese (2012) conjectured,

109
further research is indicated, especially with regard to variables concerned with teachers’
attitudes and beliefs (Desimone, 2009).
In a mixed-method study, high school teachers of science and English as a second
language participated in a yearlong PD study by Haug and Sands (2013). The
intervention groups were found to have positive differences in teachers’ methods of
instruction, their clarity, the tasks assigned to students, expectations of students,
collaborative teaching, and student participative activities and groupings. For students,
those in the PD teachers’ classrooms showed higher academic achievement and “reported
significantly higher satisfaction levels with regard to content, emotional supports,
collective participation and active learning” (Haug & Sands, 2013, p. 205). For the PD
group, teachers appeared to teach better and prompt their students to greater success and
satisfaction.
Koellner and Jacobs (2015) found somewhat similar results with a mathematics
PD that used adaptive methodologies for teachers’ knowledge and teaching practices and
student achievement. The adaptive model emphasizes the local needs and contexts, with
modifications for greater fit. With middle school teachers and students in a large urban
school district in the western United States, over a semester the authors found “at least
modest impacts” for both teachers and students (Koellner & Jacobs, 2015, p. 51). Based
on these results, Koellner and Jacobs (2015) recommended a wide variety of PD
methodologies as well as further research.
Mathematics PD was also the focus of the study by Foster et al. (2013). The
authors studied PD and cost effectiveness in elementary, middle, and high school in
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mathematics and science in high poverty, low achieving school districts in Kentucky
through a state-funded PD program. The goal was to improve the quality of teaching and
student learning and achievement. Results indicated that the program was most
successful, and therefore most cost effective, with teachers of middle school
mathematics. and least successful with teachers of elementary mathematics students. The
authors suggested further research and evaluations of similar programs for the different
grades as well as relative cost effectiveness.
Teachers at all levels of preparation enter with their own experiences and
observations of what works with students, what should have been taught, and what
instructional strategies worked best. Teachers need to participate in multiple, interactive,
collaborative experiences. If teachers are to facilitate appropriate interactions in the
classroom, then provision of appropriate PD to improve the teachers’ strategies is
acceptable (Al-Fadhli & Singh, 2010; Desimone, 2011; Fang, 2013).
Teachers’ Views of Professional Development
Teachers have generally viewed PD with positive comments. They participate to
gain content knowledge and instructional methods. Fields et al. (2012) found that 78% of
the teachers in their study participated to learn new pedagogical methods, and 67% to
gain knowledge of content. Mikelskis-Seifert and Duit (2012) found with teams of 10
teachers and a physics educator that teachers believed the PD benefited them in
cooperating with colleagues and science educators, and they saw PD as key in improving
education.
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When high school teachers in New Zealand took part in a PD, their views were
positive (Kaveney & Drewery, 2011). They commented on having “their say” and
recognized the value of listening (Kaveney & Drewery, 2011, p. 8). Teachers also
recognized how helpful other teachers’ views and feedback were and that they became
more positive about their teaching. The teachers encountered support as well as they
admitted their own negative attitudes and heard about other teachers’ similar classroom
problems and methods of remedying them. The collegial support was found important; as
one teacher said, teaching in secondary schools “is very isolating” (Kaveney & Drewery,
2011, p. 8). Teachers also learned new pedagogical skills in the PD and saw their students
respond more positively in the classroom, with a positive change in the learning
environment.
In studying a PD that was provided to elementary mathematics teachers for a year,
McGee, Wang, and Polly (2013) found that teachers were more confident in their
experiences. When teachers were asked how they benefitted, one teacher stated: “I have
benefitted from the training session in many ways” and cited peer collaboration,
exchanges of ideas, networking, and communicating with colleagues who shared their
visions and passion about instruction (McGee et al., 2013, p. 22). This same teacher also
recognized the need for change in improved teaching (McGee et al., 2013, p. 22).
Another teacher reported learning “how to become a better learner and leader at the same
time” and to trust colleagues (McGee et al., 2013, p. 22). A third commented on the
enlargement of a point of view in terms of helping the students learn.
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Other teachers in a PD on informational literacy commented on the collaborative
aspects of the PD in terms of planning, teaching, and assessing. They also acknowledged
the benefits of shared self-reflection and the creation of new opportunities for learning by
collaboration (Abilock, Harada, & Fontichiaro, 2013). Energy science teachers studied by
Seraphin et al. (2013) gained confidence from a PD that presented the teaching of science
as inquiry, although their confidence was higher in teaching other science subjects.
Nevertheless, several teachers in the Seraphin et al. (2013) study recognized the
value of teaching more innovatively and improving their students’ critical thinking skills.
The teachers saw that their students “had fun learning” and were highly motivated and
able to transfer their knowledge to their personal lives (Seraphin et al., 2013, p. 244). One
teacher commented that the inquiry method enabled “students to be their own best critics,
learning from trial and error, revising, reinventing = success!” (Seraphin et al., 2013,
p. 245). More innovative teaching methods appeared to result in more satisfying student
learning.
Middle school teachers’ views on PDs in health education in two urban U.S.
schools with regard to cultural competence were studied by Flory et al. (2014) with
qualitative methods. Over 2 years, the researchers observed and interviewed 23 teachers
who participated in PDs and used revised curricula. The findings resulted in four major
themes: staff that reflected cultural diversity, curricula that addressed cultural
competence, expectations of implementations that were flexible, and support of the
teachers after the PDs.
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However, teachers’ responses can vary with regard to the same PD (Desimone &
Garet, 2015). Teachers may have more or less experience and knowledge of their subject
areas and more or fewer students with language or behavior issues. Thus, a PD may meet
the teachers’ needs in varying ways. Desimone and Garet (2015) cited a study of a
technological software intervention in which teachers benefited from PDs that addressed
their different experiences and skill levels (Bowden, Massey, & Kregor, as cited in
Desimone & Garet, 2015).
Teachers’ confidence in teaching and the use of technology may be increased with
PD programs (Kunter et al., 2013). Lehiste (2015) noted that PDs are an efficient means
for helping teachers enhance their confidence, through the teachers’ active engagement in
the workshop formats and practice sessions. Lehiste’s (2015) study results indicated
“significant growth” in teachers’ incorporation of technologies in their classrooms (p.
25). In this study, PDs helped teachers feel more comfortable with technology and use it
more consistency.
In the study by Chikasanda, Otrel-Cass, Williams, and Jones (2012) of teachers’
perceptions of technology after a PD, the PD helped enlarge and reshape their views and
use of technology in the classroom. One teacher suggested the need to change the
curriculum to focus on giving students the chance to work on their own rather than
supplying solutions to memorize. Despite such innovative techniques and teachers’
receptiveness, however, the authors found also that the teachers did not give up their
traditional classroom strategies. The authors concluded that additional exposure and
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grounding in the principles of more creative technological methods would be needed for
teachers to incorporate these into their teaching (Chikasanda et al., 2012).
Some teachers are deficient in uses of technology in teaching. PD programs that
emphasize technology can help teachers build their confidence and competence in
technology applications (Beriswill, Bracey, Sherman-Morris, Huang, & Lee, 2016).
However, that the goal of such PDs is not technology mastery alone but its integration of
technology with teaching strategies and subject-area content (Beriswill et al., 2016;
Lehiste, 2015).
High school teachers of English language arts voiced criticisms of a PD in reading
endorsement (Greenwell & Zygouris-Coe, 2012). They commented that the program was
helpful but should be differentiated for high school students in relation to those in lower
grades. The teachers also desired the introduction of strategies and instructions in easily
understandable ways from a beginning reading strategy to those requiring critical
thinking skills, with observations of the strategies by other teachers’ demonstrations or
videos.
PD support differed for elementary and secondary teachers in New York State in
higher and lower socioeconomic (SES) communities (Torff & Sessions, 2009). Torff and
Sessions (2009) found that teachers in low SES communities were not given the same
opportunities as teachers in high SES communities. For example, high SES teachers
could choose PD topics of interest and low SES teachers could not. Teachers in high SES
communities supported PD and recognized its benefits more than did teachers in low SES
communities.

115
The authors noted that specially designed PD models for teachers in low SES
communities are needed for meeting teachers’ objections and their acceptance of PD. For
example, teachers in high SES schools participated in smaller group activities during
their PDs. Low SES teachers attended PDs in a large area, such as the auditorium with
the entire faculty, and small group or individual attention was not possible. For low SES
teachers, the authors recommended PDs with limited enrollment, teachers’ choosing their
PDs of interest, and incorporation of small group activities (Torff & Sessions, 2009).
These observations are especially important for the current study, in which the teachers
are in a low SES environment.
Characteristics of Successful Professional Development Programs
PD programs are implemented to improve or extend teachers’ knowledge of
content and instructional techniques (Desimone, 2011; Telese, 2012). One of the most
important considerations for planning effective staff development is designing of content
and instructional activities that are motivational, appropriate, interest-driven, and relevant
to teachers’ present situations (Brown, Dotson, & Yontz, 2011; Lutrick & Szabo, 2012).
In adherence to social constructivism and pragmatism, the PD must match the teachers’
needs, whether they are for curriculum and content enhancement or instructional
strategies (Bayar, 2014; Patel, Franco, Miura, & Boyd, 2012).
Active, hands-on learning, in contrast to listening to lectures, helps teachers retain
and implement the material. Active learning can include presentations, peer critiques,
creation of lesson plans, and collaborative participation and lesson plan creation (DarlingHammond et al., 2010; Desimone, 2011; Doig & Groves, 2011). The five characteristics
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of high-quality PD of Archibald, Coggshall, Croft, and Goe (2011) apply as well: (a)
alignment with school goals, state and district standards and assessments; (b) focus on
core content and modeling teaching strategies; (c) opportunities for learning new teaching
strategies; (d) collaboration among teachers; and (e) embedded follow-up and feedback.
Other characteristics are equally important for effective PDs. These are clear and
specifically communicated objectives for the PD and a direct focus on the grade levels
taught. In addition, collective and interactive participation is necessary by all attendees.
Finally, the intensity and duration of the PD should be well aligned with the agenda
content (Zaslow, 2014). The five key features of effective PDs suggested by Desimone
and Garet (2015) from best practices PDs in various countries (Kennedy, as cited in
Desimone & Garet, 2015) were similar: (a) content focus, (b) active learning, (c)
coherence, (d) sustained duration, and (e) collective participation.
Further, “coherence” has also been observed as highly important for teachers’
maximum learning from PD (Pella, 2012). Coherence refers to the consistency of the PD
material “with their knowledge and beliefs, and with school, district, and state reforms
and policies” (Desimone, 2011, p. 69). Coherence in the PD also can incorporate not only
teachers’ beliefs but also their school and community cultures (Byrd et al., 2011). These
characteristics and others were itemized by McGee et al. (2013). The PD should be
learner-centered and should
address deficits in student learning . . . give teachers ownership of their PD
activities . . . promote collaboration . . . address knowledge of both content and
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pedagogy . . . support reflection and connections to teachers’ classroom practices
. . . and include ongoing support through workshops and in- class activities. (p. 16)
These characteristics summarize the major benefits of PDs.
Teachers’ sharing of experiences is emphasized as an essential characteristic of
PDs so teachers experience comfort and empathize with one another (Rose, 2015). For
both seasoned and new teachers, the concept of communities of practice and
collaborative learning in authentic settings (e.g., the school and classroom) can enhance
teaching and learning, in which teachers work together as colearners (Cajkler, Wood,
Norton, & Pedder, 2013). Collaborative learning, shared reflections, and shared
successful classroom strategies and outcomes also add to teachers’ comfort and mutual
classroom problem solving (Chikasanda et al., 2012; Haug & Sands, 2013; Lutrick &
Szabo, 2012). Self-questioning and reflections in journals or aloud are also keys to
professional growth (Abilock et al., 2013).
In addition, the longer and more frequent the PD, the more teachers become
acquainted and comfortable with one another and more inclined to share. At least 20
hours are suggested, several times a semester or school year, with follow-ups (Desimone,
2011; Kaveney & Drewery, 2011; McGee et al., 2013). As teachers become more
proficient as a result of the PD, they become more expert and may advise newer teachers
and even develop their own PD workshops (Furtak, Morrison, & Kroog, 2014; Rose,
2015).
Thus, the principles of social constructivism and pragmatism are evident in the
planning of effective PDs. Effective PDs address the learners’ needs and concerns, relate
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to their lives and concerns, and elicit active participation. The PDs also promote
interactivity and mutual problem solving in different formats, drawing on participants’
professional and personal experiences. The PDs acknowledge self-directedness in
participants’ individual differences in learning and different paces of growth.
As noted in Section 2, the present study results showed that the high school
teachers were generally dissatisfied and frustrated with the necessity to teach to the test
and observed the negative effects on themselves and their students. The teachers
recognized the low district support as well and called for PD to address their concerns.
They recognized that a PD would help them overcome their feelings of stress, increase
their motivations to teach, and help them use creative instructional methods. With these
benefits, the PD would help teachers stimulate increased student interest, critical thinking
skills, and mastery of content material. Research supports teachers’ requesting PDs (AlFadhli & Singh, 2010; Luton, 2009) and the effectiveness of PDs for equipping teachers
with additional skills (Desimone, 2011; Fang, 2013) and improving student performance
(Antoniou & Kyriakides, 2013; Foster et al., 2013; Sample McMeeking et al., 2012).
District and school leaders can support teachers in their desires for improvement.
For both elementary and secondary school teachers, Elfers and Stritikus (2014) found that
support by administrators could be effective through emphasis on high-quality
instruction, initiatives that encompass both district and school leadership,
communication, and the use of data for improvement of instruction. Researchers have
also recommended coordination of the district curricula with the school curricula and
with the teachers’ PDs (Luft & Hewson, 2014).
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Further, Desimone and Garet (2015) concluded that the school leaders’ support
and encouragement are key to teachers’ implementing their learning from PDs they
attend. PDs for the school principals and collaboration with their teachers have also been
recommended, especially for rural principals (Stewart & Matthews, 2015). For the
planned PD, the research site principal and a district administrator will be invited
(Appendix A) toward greater understanding and support of the teachers in resolving their
dissatisfactions and problems with teaching for standardized test preparation and
incorporation of creative teaching strategies.
Project Description: Implementation
Based on the above characteristics, the principles of social constructivism and
pragmatism, and the data analysis, implementation of this project will take place in a
workshop format over 3 full days. The benefits of 3 days are discussed below. These days
are allocated by the school for teachers’ PDs the week before the fall semester. The
project will follow the itinerary for each day. For the target audience of the research site
high school teachers, this agenda includes the purpose, goals, and learning outcomes, as
well as the activities and module formats of the PD. Appendix A shows the guiding
PowerPoint, timetable for the 3 days, activities, and the evaluations of the program. The
purpose of the PD is to address teachers’ concerns about teaching for standardized test
preparation and provide them instructional strategies that integrate creative teaching and
encouragement of students’ critical thinking skills into their lessons.
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Steps in Implementation
I will confer with Ms. Bennett in May about conducting the program and share
my agenda and materials. During a teachers’ workday in June, I will request a meeting
for us with the principal to present our plans and request permission for Ms. Bennett to
conduct the PD. The principal is well aware of the teachers’ difficulties in teaching for
standardized test preparation and is concerned about students’ low scores. The principal
also is well acquainted with Ms. Bennett and has already informed me of willingness to
meeting with Ms. Bennett and me about the PD.
I will suggest that the PD be held in August the week prior to students’ return for
the fall semester. This timeframe will give ample leeway for preparation of the PD, my
additional meetings with Ms. Bennett, notification to the teachers. Teachers’ contracts
specify that they begin work at this time before classes begin. Each year during this
week, all teachers are required to attend school meetings. The first 2 days are allocated to
staff meetings with the superintendent. The next 3 days are allocated to PDs.
I will point out to the principal the value of this PD just before the start of school
to help teachers lessen their feelings of pressure, stress, low motivation, and little ongoing
district and state support. The PD will also help them access tools for more creative
teaching strategies toward helping students learn better and raise their standardized test
scores. With the framework of social constructivism and pragmatism, I will create the
materials for the PD, including the learning objectives, overall structure for each day,
prompts, protocols, handouts, formative and summative evaluations, and PowerPoint
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presentations, as well as teachers’ required materials (Appendix A). With Ms. Bennett, I
will ask for the principal’s input about the PD plan and incorporate suggestions.
The PD will be held at the school in a large room with Internet access. With input
from the principal and Ms. Bennett, I will choose an appropriate room in which all
teachers should feel comfortable. A long table at the back of the room will be used for
light refreshments, which I will supply.
The 3 days will be scheduled consecutively. This scheduling will have several
benefits. (a) It will take place during the required time prior to the start of the fall
semester as teachers prepare for teaching for standardized test preparation. (b) PDs of 3
days are widely implemented (Brown, Squires, Connors-Tadros, & Horowitz, 2014;
King, 2002; Lauer, Christopher, Firpo-Triplett, & Buchting, 2014). (c) Multiple and
consecutive days should provide an important foundation for the PD (Park, Roberts, &
Stodden, 2012). (d) Teachers will be able to apply the materials presented to their own
teaching. (c) Teachers should develop camaraderie that may extend into the school year.
Although 10 teachers participated in the data collection phase of this study, all 18
teachers in the school who met the study criteria will be invited. At the end of the school
year the previous spring, in an invitation e-mail to the teachers, I will describe the PD and
invite them to participate. I will remind them that the PD is mandated by the school in
August during the week prior to classes, and I will ask teachers to reply within 2 days.
Teachers will be required to bring samples of student work, lesson plans,
notations of problem students, and curriculum units for incorporation of creative teaching
strategies. During the PD, they will be asked to create applications of instructional
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strategies for their subject areas, contribute suggestions for meeting the negative aspects
of teaching for standardized test preparation (as revealed in the data analysis), take part in
cooperative learning groups, participate fully in all activities, and complete formative and
summative evaluations. Table 4 summarizes the timetable for the project.
Potential Resources and Existing Supports
This PD will require minimal resources and a minimal budget. A veteran teacher
at the school, Ms. Bennett, will conduct the PD, eliminating the need for funds for an
outside instructor. Teachers will be required to attend as part of their duties for the
coming school year and will be responsible for their own childcare. Teachers will be
asked to bring lesson plans that they feel were not successful. They will be asked to
complete prompts, protocols, and assignments during the PD.
The classroom in which the PD will be conducted already has Internet
accessibility for the teachers’ computer use. Teachers will be asked to bring their laptops
and iPads for Internet access for resources and materials, as directed in the PD. If
teachers do not own these electronic tools, the media department will provide them.
With the principal’s approval and assistance from the media department, I will set
up a website for the participants’ access. The site will have the PD agenda (Appendix A)
and all materials distributed during the PD. On the site, teachers will post their
assignments and evaluations from the PD. If teachers cannot attend all or part of the PD,
they will be able to access these materials on the website. The site will stay up after the
PD for teachers’ additional access and further sharing of resources, thoughts, and
observations.
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Table 4
Timeline for Professional Development Project in August 2016

Month/Week

April, 4th week

Tasks

Meeting with district superintendent and high
ss school principal to discuss study results.

May, 1st week

Meeting with facilitator to plan PD.

May, 2nd week

With facilitator, meeting with principal to
describe PD and incorporation of suggestions.
Approval from principal to implement PD.

May, 3rd week

Reserve room; list equipment and supplies
necessary. Confer with media and housekeeping
staff for equipment and supplies.

May, 4th week

With facilitator, development of materials for
each day of the PD.

June, 1st week

Development of materials, continued.

July, 1st week

Send e-mail invitations to all teachers
describing the PD and reminding them of their
required presence in first week of August.

July, 2nd week

Follow-up e-mails and telephone calls to
teachers for participation.

July, 3rd week

Reminder e-mails to informing them of meeting
room and supplies to bring. Principal sends
memo to teachers reminding them of mandatory
nature of the PD and that it will help their
teaching during the coming school year.

(continued)
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Month/Week

Tasks

August, 1st week, Wed-Fri

Project implementation: Delivery of PD by
facilitator.

August, 2nd week

With facilitator, reflective period analyzing
participants’ formative and summative
evaluations.

August, 3rd week

Write report and present to principal. Discuss
plans for follow-up PDs.

A projector with computer attachment, supplied by the media department, will be
required for display of the PowerPoints. For additional use, a whiteboard and marker will
also be supplied by the media department. Handouts and the PowerPoint slides I create
will be duplicated at the school, and I will supply participants with binders for all
materials. I will also supply pads and pens for participants who prefer using these to
electronic means.
Potential Barriers and Remedies
Potential barriers may include the principal’s objection to the PD. However, the
principal was most cooperative in approving my conducting the study with the teachers
and in giving me e-mail access to all teachers (Appendix B). Thus, I believe the principal
will cooperate in my obtaining the appropriate room and materials for the project
implementation.
Attendance at this PD is required by the school. The face-to-face nature should
prompt teachers to engage actively in the discussions and learn from each other. The inperson attendance should also help teachers develop camaraderie and mutual support.
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However, if teachers cannot attend because of family or other responsibilities, the agenda
and materials will be available on the PD website to be mounted (see below). In addition,
all materials will be e-mailed to the teachers before the start of school.
Proposal for Implementation and Timetable
This PD will be implemented over 3 full days, from 8:00 a.m. to 3:30 p.m., each
day with 15-minute breaks during the mornings and afternoons and hourly breaks for
lunch, totaling 6 hours daily to high school teachers to help them address the problems
revealed in the interviews regarding the required student preparation for state-mandated
tests. The PD will take place at the school in a classroom with Internet access. The major
goals of the PD are for teachers to arrive at solutions for the problems related to teaching
for standardized test preparation: physical symptoms, negative effects of teaching for
standardized test preparation, incorporation of creative instructional strategies, increased
motivation to teach, and enlisting of district and other official support. Additional goals
are for teachers to share their classroom problems and solutions, to find mutual support,
to reduce their frustrations and pressures about teaching for standardized test preparation,
and to leave the PD with specific strategies and materials.
A narrative summary of the PD agenda and activities follows (see Appendix A for
agenda). On the first day, Wednesday morning, the facilitator will introduce teachers to
the purpose, goals, and expected learning outcomes of the PD. The facilitator will use a
PowerPoint presentation for this purpose. The facilitator will introduce the information
technology (IT) staff member, who will explain the website. The IT member will instruct
participants in accessing the website and entering their subpage information. The IT
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member will also instruct participants in accessing and using SurveyMonkey® (2016) for
their later recommendations on improvement of the PD.
The facilitator will then give participants a sign-in sheet, ask them to include their
contact information and subjects taught, and remind them of the website and access. The
facilitator will have this sheet duplicated and distribute it so that all teachers may have
access to each other for assignments and support. Then the facilitator will introduce the
topic of Healthy Practices to Address Teachers’ Pressure and Stress. This topic
will address the physical symptoms they experience of the pressures and stresses of
teaching for standardized test preparation and outline the activities: teachers’
presentations, discussion, and online research for sharing resources.
On Wednesday afternoon, the facilitator will introduce the topic of Teaching to
the Test: Positive and Negative Effects. The activities will include a prompt for teachers
to complete their thoughts, followed by dyad role plays (one teacher is a student
complaining about the negatives and the other teacher responds). To further help teachers
refine their responses, the facilitator will distribute a protocol for teachers to respond to
student complaints. Teachers will complete the protocol, and discussion will take place,
with homework assignment for teachers to research additional responses to negatives and
post on the website. The facilitator will distribute the first formative evaluation and then
lead a discussion with teachers in a reflective period of what they learned. After the
session, the facilitator and developer will study teachers’ evaluations for possible
adjustments for Day 2.
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On the second day, Thursday morning, the facilitator will summarize the feedback
from Day 1, invite discussion, and announce any adjustments. For the topic of Creative
Teaching Strategies, the facilitator first will present a PowerPoint on the differences
between traditional and innovative teaching. A discussion will follow, in which teachers
will share their experiences with various creative teaching strategies. The facilitator will
then distribute a handout of representative creative teaching strategies, followed by a
protocol for teachers to complete on an example of one effective creative teaching
strategy. The facilitator will distribute other materials of creative strategies (fishbone,
thinking maps, and think dots). Teachers will then choose one strategy in their subject
area, describe it, show its use and any drawbacks.
On Thursday afternoon, teachers will share their strategies on their computers for
all to access and several will present their strategies. The group will act as “students” and
respond. The facilitator will then distribute a protocol for teachers to complete on
creativity and facts. Based on the protocol, discussion will take place of participants’
thoughts, conclusions, and refinement of a lesson plan based on the strategy they chose.
Teachers will then complete the second formative evaluation, followed by a reflective
period with group discussion of what teachers learned. After the session, the facilitator
and developer will study teachers’ evaluations for possible adjustments for Day 3. The
teachers’ homework will be to research additional creative strategies and describe them,
as well as how they can be used in the teachers’ subject areas. Teachers will share their
productions on the website, inviting comments.
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On the third day, Friday morning, the facilitator will summarize the feedback
from Day 2, invite discussion, and announce any adjustments. For the topic, How
Motivated Are You?, the facilitator first will introduce the subject of teachers’ motivation
to teach and responses as revealed by the study interviews. The teachers will receive a
prompt for self-analysis of motivation to teach, increased self-confidence in teaching for
standardized test preparation, and their improved commitment to students. Teachers will
complete the prompt. In small groups, the teachers will discuss their motivations and, if
negative, possible remedies. Summaries will be posted on the website, and discussion
will follow of the full group. Discussions will continue from the self-analysis, with
teachers’ small groups recapping their self-confidence and commitment to students.
Summaries will be posted on the website, and discussion will follow of the full group.
On Friday afternoon, the facilitator will introduce topic of enlisting support from
district and other institutions. The principal will be invited to attend this session and give
input. The facilitator will lead group discussion on teachers’ grievances, suggestions, and
recommendations for enlisting support. The facilitator will then distribute a prompt for
teachers to prepare for meeting with the official. From the prompt preparation, dyad role
play will take place, with one teacher playing the official raising objections. The other
teacher will meet the official, with input from the principal and the group. In the large
group, teachers will create a plan of action to share with the principal for the meeting
with the official.
Then on Friday afternoon, as the PD ends, the facilitator will distribute the
summative evaluation to teachers. They will have time in a reflective period to complete
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their evaluations. Then the facilitator will lead large-group sharing on the teachers’
assessments of the relationship of their evaluations to the PD learning objectives and
teachers’ recommendations for improvements to this PD and the next PD. The facilitator
will ask teachers to write out their recommended next actions to continue their learning
and mutual support and post them on SurveyMonkey® (2016).
Follow-ups will be suggested: the website will stay mounted and the teachers will
check in monthly to share their experiences, problems, and solutions. The teachers will
have access to all of their productions on the website, as well as those of other
participants. The teachers will be able to use the productions and materials for reference
throughout the school year.
At the end of each of the first 2 days, the facilitator will give teachers the
formative evaluations in the form of a 4-item open-ended survey so that improvements
may be made during the PD. Each evening the developer and facilitator will review the
formative evaluations for possible adjustments for the next day’s activities. At the end of
the third day, the facilitator will give teachers the summative evaluation of seven openended questions to elicit their satisfaction with the PD and their suggestions for
improvements. Formative and summative evaluations aid presenters in midcourse
program adjustments as well as plans for more effective subsequent programs (McMillan
& Schumacher, 2012). The teachers will be able to supply answers on their computers or
with paper and pen.
For formative evaluation results, the teachers will be asked to post their responses
on the program website. I will review these with the facilitator, and we will plan possible
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adjustments to the program. In the mornings of the second and third days, the facilitator
will lead a discussion based on the formative evaluations and share with teachers the
plans for adjustment, requesting teachers’ input.
For summative evaluation results, I will analyze the results with the facilitator
from participants’ SurveyMonkey® (2016) entries and create a summary of the program
and activities, including Appendix A. The summary will include teachers’ suggestions for
overall improvement and a follow-up PD. I will then present a report to the principal,
who may also share them with the district supervisor. With the principal’s approval, I will
also invite teachers to a follow-up session that can be planned at the midpoint of the fall
semester. In this follow-up session, on the model of Park et al. (2012), I will invite
teachers to volunteer how well they retained what they had learned and how they
implemented the new learning.
Roles and Responsibilities
The roles and responsibilities of the principal, the facilitator, and participants are
imperative to the success of the PD. The principal will be responsible for approving the
PD, arranging the appropriate room, and approving resources and materials I may need.
As the PD facilitator, I will arrange the physical venue and light refreshments and have
all materials well planned and organized. I will be prepared with my presentation and
handouts. At each meeting I will respond honestly to questions and encourage
participants’ sharing. I will also be available after the formal sessions in person, by
phone, and by e-mail.
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The participants’ roles are primarily to be the students. These roles may be
difficult for some, and the facilitator will speak about the necessity of being open as
students to gain the most from the PD. Their responsibilities will be to arrive on time,
stay throughout, and participate fully in all written work and discussions. They will be
asked to provide lesson plans and other materials. They will also be encouraged to share
their perceptions and experiences in the classroom and to cooperate and collaborate with
the other participants in completing the PD assignments. Participants will be responsible
for completing the formative and summative evaluations honestly and fully. For
performance-based teaching, they will be required to monitor their students’ progress in
quizzes and creative assignments, as well as practice standardized tests.
The principal’s roles and responsibilities will be to approve the PD, participate as
invited, and encourage teachers to gain all the information and practice they can from the
PD, as well as being productive participants. The principal will also inform teachers in a
memo before the PD that it will be beneficial to their teaching needs relating to the state
tests and that teachers will be expected to incorporate strategies learned in their lesson
plans.
The principal will follow up during the school year. To ensure that the teachers’
learning becomes performance-based, the principal will monitor the teachers’ lessons
plans and conduct classroom observations, conferring with teachers as necessary for the
results (Ruzek, Hafen, Hamre, & Pianta, 2014). The principal will also compare the
students’ new standardized test results with previous years’ scores as another benchmark
for monitoring teachers’ performances.
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Project Evaluation Plan
In a summative goals-based evaluation, I will administer seven open-ended
questions to elicit participants’ satisfaction with the PD and their suggestions for
improvements. Questions will include the following:
1. In what ways do you feel the PD helped you with pressure and stress of
teaching to the test?
2. In what ways do you feel the PD helped you increase or regain your
motivation and enthusiasm for teaching?
3. In what ways do you feel the PD helped you integrate test preparation and
more creative teaching in your lesson plans?
4. What aspects of the PD were the most helpful to you?
5. What aspects of the PD do you feel most comfortable with using in your
classroom?
6. What areas or activities of the PD would you improve? Why and how?
7. Would you like to see additional PDs on these subjects? If so, why?
This type of evaluation is appropriate at the end of the program to gauge teachers’
satisfaction with the PD in relation to its goals and objectives (Antoniou & Kyriakides,
2013). Teachers will be asked for “their responses that summarize their perceptions of
outcomes or experiences” (Lodico et al., 2010, p. 320). In addition, participants’
suggestions for improvement of the PD in discussions during the last day and on the PD
website will be requested through SurveyMonkey® (2016), after instruction by the media
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specialist on accessing this survey site. Participants’ responses will be used to design
future PDs on teaching for standardized test preparation.
Overall Goals of the Project
The overall goals of the PD are to decrease teachers’ pressure and stress and
increase their motivation and desire to teach, enable them to share their perceptions, and
instruct them in developing integrative teaching strategies. The goals include giving them
practice in collaborative lesson planning and problem solving, and helping them create of
innovative classroom activities and lessons for use with their students. These goals were
formulated based on teachers’ feedback in the findings in Section 2, which indicated that
the teachers needed support and strategies for combining state-mandated test preparation
and more creative teaching strategies.
The overall goals of the evaluation are to determine whether the PD goals have
been met, whether the teachers believe they have been helped, and whether they think
they can apply the learning of the PD. The goals are also to determine how comfortable
teachers react with the strategies they learn in the PD. An additional goal of the
evaluation is to gather teachers’ feedback on improvement of the PD and if and why they
would like further PDs on the integration of traditional and innovative teaching.
Key Stakeholders
Two major groups of key stakeholders in this PD are the teachers and the
students, who will experience the immediate effects of the PD. Well-qualified staff, such
as teachers who are well prepared, strengthen the links between theory and practice
(Unver, 2014). The PD project will help teachers apply the theories of social
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constructivism and pragmatism to actual classroom practice through their participation in
the assignments and exercises. The teachers should also become more motivated and
eager to teach and gain an improved sense of self-efficacy in their teaching (Berryhill et
al., 2009). Teachers will be using their creativity to engage their students on more levels
than the rote learning most often used in preparation for the state-mandated tests (Moore,
2014). Teachers affect students’ knowledge directly; teachers are as well affected by
students’ deficient knowledge or lack of knowledge (Krainer, 2014). Therefore, the
teachers’ improved strategies, skills, and attitudes from their participation in the PD
should help both themselves and their students to better teaching and learning
experiences.
The students are key stakeholders because they should benefit from the teachers’
new knowledge and application with their own new knowledge acquisition and
development of creative thinking skills (Desimone, 2011; Koellner & Jacobs, 2015;
Norton, 2011; Tawalbeh, 2015). Students’ interest in learning should also be stimulated
by the teachers’ improved motivation to teach, more positive attitudes, and incorporation
of creative teaching strategies into their lesson plans (Ciani et al., 2010; Jensen et al.,
2014). In the state-mandated tests, students should also improve their scores from former
years in the four subject areas of English II, Algebra I, Biology I, and U.S. History
(Mississippi Department of Education, 2014). Finally, with teachers’ improved teaching
methods that emphasize more creativity and problem solving, students should become
better prepared for contributing as citizens to national challenges (Bhattacharyya et al.,
2013).
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The principal and school district administrators will also be stakeholders. It is
anticipated that students’ test scores, overall grades, and critical thinking skills will
improve because of the teachers’ learning and application of the PD and follow-throughs
during the school year. Thus, the high school, formerly designated a low performing
school (Brumback, 2013), should show improved ratings on the state report card.
Consequently, many restrictions may be lifted, such as receipt of fewer resources for
student improvement (Thomas, 2013). In addition, teacher attrition, which had doubled in
the last 5 years primarily because of low teacher morale, may decrease.
The school principal, superintendent, and district leaders are answerable to the
community, parents, and state and federal leaders for school improvement. It is in the
interest of these local administrators to support the teachers and encourage the PD.
Support by school leaders can increase teachers’ enthusiasm and motivations to teach, as
well as implementing their learning from PDs (Desimone & Garet, 2015; Elfers &
Stritikus, 2014). For the PD, input will be sought from the principal and a district leader,
and they both will be invited to participate, toward greater communication, recognition of
problems, and mutual understanding with the teachers.
Project Implications Including Social Change
Local Community
This project will help high school teachers prepare their students better for the
state-mandated tests as well as learn critical thinking skills. Based on the project goals,
teachers may become more motivated and enthusiastic, and their teaching would reflect
these qualities. Students may become more motivated to learn, beyond rote memorization
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required for the tests, and should not only improve their test scores but also develop
critical thinking skills. Highly motivated teachers who integrate the test preparation with
innovative teaching strategies in the district could increase student achievement.
For the school principal, who is accountable to the local community parents,
social change because of the successful PD may mean their children’s higher-quality
education. As the principal meets with parents throughout the year, demonstrations
should take place of the ways in which the students are learning beyond rote
memorization. The principal would point out how more global and creative teaching
strategies prepare the students better for future education and adult life. Research has
confirmed that student success can be fostered by collaborative relationships of teachers,
principals, and adult family members; with principals actively reaching out to parents for
communication and home support of the students (Deslandes, Barma, & Morin, 2015;
Fullan, 2014).
The principal is also accountable to the superintendent and other district officials
who are, in turn, accountable to the state and federal leaders who may authorize funding
to the school. Positive social change for the school in terms of improved student statemandated test scores as a byproduct of the PD would help district and additional
administrators obtain the needed funding and resources (T. Tamison, personal
communication, March 1, 2016). In addition, success of the PD would lead to positive
social change as district officials become aware of the PD success and support the
principal and students in the new and integrated learning and teaching strategies (DuFour
& Marzano, 2015). Further, the principal and teachers could encourage district
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administrators to participate in open dialogues that could foster the objectives of all
stakeholders (Behrstock-Sherratt & Rizzolo, 2014).
Far-Reaching
In the larger context, the recognition by principals and district and other officials
that many teachers experience frustration and pressure and decreased motivation from
teaching for standardized test preparation could lead to curriculum changes that would
allow for enhanced teaching creativity and more satisfied teachers. Students would
become more motivated to learn, interested in the subjects, and score higher on their
standardized tests. They may also possibly discover their major interests toward further
education in college and job and career directions. Higher student test scores would
decrease the possibilities of state sanctions because of low student scores. The school and
district administrators would recognize the improvements and possibly agree to fund
more quality PD programs.
Additionally, previous test data can be used to guide instruction. According to
Sindelar (2011), use of data in this way is a powerful tool available to educators. When
teachers and administrators actually use test data as benchmarks, meaningful change can
be made to guide and improve teaching and learning as well as better scores on high
stakes tests. Thus, the district administrators and principal may be motivated to create
data-driven course syllabi for teachers. These are guides designed to align with the statemandated test criteria (Pella, 2012). At the same time, pedagogical skill, imagination, and
collaboration between administrators and teachers would be necessary for teachers to
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integrate creative methods with the test criteria requirements for teaching critical skills.
As Smylie (2012) pointed out,
If opportunities for teacher learning and development are a crucial part of a
system of instructional and school improvement, states can create different ways
to enhance the capacity, provide the incentives, and introduce the accountability
mechanisms to make high quality professional development in schools and school
districts both a higher priority and a reality. (p. 105)
Support by administrative authorities is possible when PDs are considered important for
both teacher development and improvement of schools.
It is possible that this project could contribute to the fulfillment of such goals.
Additional PDs could be implemented in the research site high school, fostering more
enthusiasm in successive cohorts of teachers and students. In addition, this project may
become a model for other high school PDs in the district and throughout the state.
Conclusion
In this section, I reviewed the study findings and from the participants’ responses
concluded that teachers needed a PD to address their concerns of pressure and stress, lack
of motivation for teaching, and desire for more creative instructional strategies to
integrate with the mandated teaching for standardized test preparation. The PD goals
were formulated to address these needs, and I discussed the rationale based on the
literature for choice of the PD: teachers respond positively to PDs and research
demonstrates that student test scores and grades improve. Next, I reviewed the literature
that further supports the choice of a PD. The literature included the theoretical framework
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of social constructivism and pragmatism, the effectiveness of PDs for both teacher
improvement and student learning, and teachers’ positive views of PDs they have
attended. Major characteristics of PDs were then reviewed, such as inclusion of subject
content and pedagogical methods, collaborative learning, hands-on activities, sharing of
classroom problems and experiences, and self-reflection.
I then discussed the project implementation, including permission from the
principal, development of materials, the PD venue, resources and supports, and potential
barriers and solutions. Then I presented a detailed description of the activities for the 3
days of the PD and outlined all participants’ roles and responsibilities. I described the
project evaluation plan and a summative evaluation at the close of the program, and
included the seven open-ended questions that would help participants reflect on their
learning and provide information for possible improvement in future PDs. Finally, I
reflected on social change in the local community and beyond: teachers should become
more motivated to teach with the range of more creative instructional tools supplied and
students more motivated to learn, with improved test scores. With findings presented to
administrators, this PD could become a standard of best practices for both teacher and
student improvement. The PD could also be used as a model for other high schools with
teacher frustrations at teaching for standardized test preparation and low motivation in
both the district and other locations.
In Section 4, I will reflect on this project. First, I will observe the project strengths
and limitations and then recommend possible alternative approaches. Next, I will reflect
on what I learned about the processes involved in completing this project as well as
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observations on my personal growth as a scholar, practitioner, and project developer. I
will reflect on the importance of this work and the learning that resulted. This reflection
will be followed by a discussion of the potential impact for positive social change at the
individual and school organizational levels. Finally, I will describe methodological,
theoretical, and empirical implications and suggest recommendations for practice and
future research as well as a final conclusion.
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Section 4: Reflections and Conclusions
Introduction
The purpose of this project study was to explore high school teachers’ perceptions
of the required state standardized testing and its effects on their teaching. A qualitative
case study research design was used to obtain teachers’ practices, perceptions, and
experiences in teaching for standardized test preparation. Participants engaged in 60- to
90-minute interviews with me and answered open-ended questions. In this section, I
discuss the strengths and weaknesses of this project; suggest alternative approaches; and
examine my roles as a scholar, practitioner, and project developer. I conclude the section
with the potential impact for social change, implications, and suggested applications and
directions for further research.
Project Strengths and Limitations
Strengths
This project PD has several strengths. The topics of the PD, the problems of
teachers related to teaching for standardized test preparation revealed in the study
interviews, will be addressed. These topics are the physical symptoms they experience
from the requirement to teach to the test, negative effects of teaching for standardized test
preparation, incorporation of creative instructional strategies, increased motivation to
teach, and enlisting of district and other official support. The topic of teaching for
standardized test preparation has been widely discussed, and many teachers have been
frustrated and resentful of this requirement (Assaf, 2006, 2008; Bhattacharyya et al.,
2013; Holme et al., 2010).
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By the project addressing the problem directly, teachers should be helped to
integrate creative teaching strategies into the curricula for their required test preparation.
Participants in the PD will have had a range of teaching experience. This range includes
seasoned teachers who have been in the classroom at the local school district for at least 5
years and novice teachers who have been in the classroom for only 1 year. The more
experienced teachers may be able to help and reassure the less experienced teachers. The
less experienced teachers may be able to share the problems that many teachers face. All
teachers should be able to learn from each other.
This project will provide teachers with many tools to meet the problems outlined
as well as time for reflection on their individual situations. With the tools and insights
gained, the teachers should be able to combine various teaching modes to lessen their
own frustrations and pressures and make the lessons more interesting for students. The
PD will take place the week before classes begin for the fall term, when teachers do not
have classroom or homework duties.
In this PD, the teachers will be focusing on the coming term and how to enhance
their teaching. PDs outside the school day have positive effects on teachers (Bayar,
2014). Teachers will be freer to concentrate only on the immediate tasks related to the
PD. This focus should help them give maximum attention and effort to the activities and
assignments of the PD and adapt them to their teaching. Teachers’ PDs are highly
effective for improving their knowledge, skills, and teaching strategies (Lutrick & Szabo,
2012).
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Limitations
This project will necessarily have several limitations. The PD will be based on
data and findings that were limited to the state, local school district, and high school
research site. The findings may not necessarily apply to schools in other states or
districts. However, they offer perspectives on teachers’ pressures, motivations, and
teaching perceptions that could be used as starting points for broader discussions of the
experiences and perceptions of teachers nationwide concerning their problems associated
with teaching for standardized test preparation.
I chose the topics of the PD, and they may not address all the needs of the
teachers who attend. In future PDs, their input could be requested as to the agenda and
selection of topics. The planned PD will take place only once before the start of the
school year.
Additional PDs during the year would be advised as teachers may encounter
problems with the curriculum and raise questions about integration of creative strategies
with test preparation. In addition, the PD will take place over 3 days rather than longer,
such as a week. Single PDs are less effective than continuous training for teachers’
implementation (El-Deghaidy, Mansour, Aldahmash, & Alshamrani, 2015; Lehiste,
2015). With more days and additional PDs, teachers would be able to consolidate their
learning to a greater extent. They could also be able to apply what they learned to their
approaches and current classroom experiences (Greenwell & Zygouris-Coe, 2012;
Lehiste, 2015).
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Recommendations for Alternative Approaches
An alternative approach to this project would be a series of PDs throughout the
school year, for example, one or two per semester. This frequency would help teachers
deal with the classroom problems they encounter as they are taking place. Through
evaluations and classroom observations, changes in teachers’ attitudes and student
learning could be monitored and tracked. Based on the results, the PDs could be
customized to address the teachers’ additional difficulties. This approach was not selected
because, after consultation with the principal, I recognized that a PD just before classes
started would be most beneficial to teachers.
Another approach would be to include the high school principal and district
administrators in the PD (this approach is incorporated in the PD). Moore (2014)
observed that principals who recognize the value of excellent PD may be a factor in
positive student achievement in high poverty schools, such as the research site. When
administrators are included, they may gain a better understanding of the challenges
teachers face and be more inclined to fund future PDs.
An alternate definition of the problem would be to address it from the students’
standpoint. Many of the present participants commented that their students became bored
and lethargic with the constant rote memorizations involved in teaching for standardized
test preparation. For example, P9 commented, “I hate seeing the students’ blank or bored
looks.” The high stakes testing often does not substantially increase students’ scores and
may actually widen the achievement gap (Holme et al., 2010; Tienken & Zhao, 2013). A
study and student PD on the integration of required test preparation and more creative
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teaching and learning methods could reveal students’ innovative ideas and contributions
to more stimulating and effective teaching strategies. Approaches other than the PD could
be a mentoring system of veteran and less experienced teachers meeting regularly to
work out solutions, monthly faculty meetings to brainstorm and exchange methods and
experiences, or an online forum only for teachers to share ideas and remedies.
Scholarship
This project has allowed me to gain a better understanding of the importance of
research in education toward solving important issues in teaching. Grounding the study
and project in the scholarly literature has given me new respect for the literature as well
as practice in accessing appropriate databases, such as Education Research Complete,
ProQuest, Academic Search Premier, and ERIC, among others. When I was not entirely
satisfied with the scholarly foundations of a topic or subtopic, I persisted and continued
to search out articles, especially recent ones. This effort prompted more diligence,
thoroughness, and patience, as well as creativity in developing keywords that would yield
better results.
I also developed my critical thinking skills in several ways through the
scholarship. I had to scan, assess, and judge the various articles for relevance to my
topics. With data analysis, I grew in the ability to analyze and interpret the data, distilling
the teachers’ most relevant comments. I also grew in the capacity to focus on what was
most important from working with the peer reviewer, the questions asked, and the points
made. As I located different articles, I developed the ability to distill the essence of each
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for reporting in the study. With the varying perspectives of the articles, I also practiced
and further developed critical thinking to compare and contrast the authors’ findings.
Finally, exposure to the scholarly literature helped me in my own scholarly
writing. Despite good grades in doctoral course papers, I was unsure of my scholarly
writing. Constant reading and thinking about the articles aided me in my own writing as I
recognized and began to “imitate” appropriate styles and language. This new writing
ability, as well as the other benefits I gained from the immersion into scholarship, will
help me immeasurably as I continue developing my own scholarly writing toward
publication of my findings in professional journals.
Project Development and Evaluation
I learned a great deal about both project development and evaluation from this
dissertation. Project development, I realized, is not a random process. It must be carried
out methodically and scientifically, with grounding at the research site and in the
literature.
This was my first development of a project. Toward the best project, I had to
document the problem at the local setting. Once this documentation took place, I then had
to consider research questions that would pinpoint the problem and provide appropriate
scholarly research for investigation of the problem. My development of Sections 1 and 2
of the study were the means by which I accomplished these goals. Next, based on the
findings of Section 2, I had to consider possible outcomes or solutions that would address
the problem and benefit the local setting.
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As I analyzed the findings, it became clearer that what would address the problem
was a PD for teachers to help them integrate teaching for standardized test preparation
with more creative teaching strategies. In this project development, again I had to search
out literature that substantiated the advantages and successes of PDs and their best
characteristics (e.g., utilization of social constructivist and pragmatism principles,
collaborative learning, hands-on exercises that addressed current needs). As I also
accessed literature and models of successful PDs for teachers, the structure of my PD
began to take shape. I realized that a longer PD would be more effective than a shorter
one, such 1 hour or a half day. Thus, my PD is designed for 3 days in succession.
Designing the parts of the PD was extremely challenging. I had to place myself in
the minds of the teachers to determine what would best benefit them. Their feedback and
responses to the interviews reported in Section 2 guided me as to the problems they
would want addressed. Locating materials and developing the PD for each day for both
sustained interest and thorough coverage took creativity, revisions, and continual
referring to previous models. Once I completed the agenda, though (Appendix A), I had
feelings of satisfaction (and elation). I learned a tremendous amount about PD
development, and myself, in this project development. With this new knowledge, I intend
to continue developing PDs for the teachers at the research site to help them further not
only with their problems in teaching for standardized test preparation but in other areas of
need.
I also learned a great deal in designing the evaluations for the PD. After additional
research into how other PDs were evaluated, I determined that the most effective
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evaluations would be both formative and summative evaluations. For the formative
evaluations after Days 1 and 2, four to five open-ended questions requested participant’'
views of the PD to date ((Lodico et al., 2010; McMillan & Schumacher, 2012; Smylie,
2014). For the summative evaluation, with seven open-ended questions and a final
invitation for any other comments, I requested participants’ input at the close of the
program (Antoniou & Kyriakides, 2013; Lodico et al., 2010). The summative evaluation
should reveal participants’ views and perceptions of the PD, their recommendations for
improvement, and their thoughts on future programs that could serve them. Both types of
evaluations should yield a more accurate picture of participants’ learning and growth as a
result of the PD and how the PD can be improved.
Leadership and Change
From this study and project development, I learned a great deal about leadership
and change. For a teacher or administrator to be a leader of change in schools is not an
easy task. Many entrenched belief systems and methods, especially in administration, can
impede the road to effective change, and the leader must be able to meet all objections
(Abilock et al., 2013). However, PD is one avenue for effective leadership that can
institute positive change (Lutrick & Szabo, 2012). Effective change cannot occur in
schools if the school leader is unable to initiate the change process. Many definitions of
leadership have a common theme of the leader mobilizing and directing others towards
goal setting and goal achievement. Leadership also involves a vision and setting a
direction and developing the strategies necessary to implement the vision (Clawson,
2011; Hallinger, 2003).
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Following from this project, I recognized that the school administration has been
lagging in vision and desire to change. The teachers’ comments and feedback indicated
that the school leaders at the district, state, and federal levels did not listen to their
concerns or support them in improving teaching to include more creative strategies. A
major lesson I learned about leadership and change was that leadership must sometimes
come from the “ranks”—in this case, the teachers—and their vision of better and more
creative teaching should direct the needed positive change.
Analysis of Self as a Scholar
Because of this doctoral study project, I have acquired new knowledge, skills, and
dispositions. I learned how to identify a problem important enough to be researched and
to support its importance with evidence from the local setting and previous literature.
Through the development of the study and the data collection process, I learned the
importance of supporting an assumption that a problem exists, situating it in the literature
of the same and similar problems. I learned also how to interview participants in the most
neutral manner possible and to analyze their feedback with a minimum of researcher bias.
This study provided me the opportunity to grow from a beginning researcher into
a more effective one who produced a work of scholarship and an effective project to
address the problem identified. This problem was improvement of teachers’ effectiveness
in incorporation of creative teaching strategies with the necessary teaching for
standardized test preparation toward improved student achievement. The study also
helped me develop a PD program and activities that demonstrate effective teacher
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development and enhanced strategies for teachers to promote and encourage students’
critical thinking abilities.
As I go forward, I believe that to be a good educator and scholar, I must be a
lifelong learner. To be a scholar in education, I need to immerse myself constantly into
current research. This process, I also believe, will improve my own critical thinking skills
and abilities to observe and help solve other problems in teaching and learning at my
research site.
Analysis of Self as a Practitioner
I have been a practitioner as a high school teacher and administrator for 23 years.
I know firsthand what the participants have faced in teaching for standardized test
preparation. In developing the PD, I learned the differences between teaching young
people and facilitating adults. Although I have talked informally with other teachers, the
role of facilitator is a very different one from that of a peer teacher. This new role seems
a little daunting. To learn the most I can from it, as a practitioner-facilitator of the PD, at
the midpoint and end of each of the 3 days, I will take reflective notes on my
performance and participants’ comments and suggestions. I will reflect on how the next
sessions can then be improved as I develop facility in being a leader-practitioner.
Through the adventure of conducting interviews with my colleagues, I learned
that even though at this time I do not teach subject area classes, I still play an important
role as an educational practitioner to help our students become successful. Despite the
many obstacles that are placed upon teachers’ shoulders in terms of regulations and
constrictions, we are still dedicated to educating students. In the interviews, the
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participants expressed in many different ways how they went about educating their
students—these ways did not always include written lesson plans or memos from the
main office. These are people who are dedicated and devoted and believe that
“Teamwork makes the dream work!” (Maxwell, 2002, book title). As a practitioner
facilitating the teachers in their mission, I am very pleased to be a part of a team of
people who love what they do.
Analysis of Self as Project Developer
This doctoral project was a challenging task. It was my first attempt as a project
developer, and I had to do much research into other PDs to gain an understanding and a
sense of the project. However, I was able to consolidate my thoughts, research, and
related study findings to create a project that I believe will benefit teachers in reducing
their stress and pressure in teaching for standardized test preparation and enhance their
creative abilities to integrate critical thinking skills into their teaching.
One of my goals as a project developer was to develop a project that would
address the teachers’ concerns. To develop such a project, I had to listen to the teachers
and analyze thoroughly their feedback in the interviews. I also wanted to develop a
project that could be repeated and updated as teachers identify related problems and new
research becomes available. I have to admit that these goals made me nervous and
excited at the same time.
Nevertheless, as I pursued in the project development, I had to remain focused
and engaged in the ongoing monitoring of the strengths and the potential weaknesses of
the project. I learned that ongoing self-evaluation is critical to its development and
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implementation. The question I always had before me was this: How will this activity,
discussion, or set of materials help the teachers?
I learned also that effective change within a school does not have to be official,
mandated by state regulations. Rather, positive and meaningful change can be built
around collaborative efforts of the educational leaders within the school. I hope the PD
will result in such change.
Because of the study project, I also learned that I do not need to be an expert in
any one particular area to make a difference. Through the process of developing the
proposal, I learned how to identify a problem important enough to be researched.
Through the data collection process, I learned how important it is to support the
assumption that a problem exists and how the multiple literature reviews should support
my study.
The Project’s Potential Impact on Social Change
The project’s potential impact on social change is help teachers teach better and
students learn better. More specifically, the PD project offers the teachers in the local
school setting a variety of strategies to prepare their students for the state-mandated tests
as well as learn critical thinking skills. Teachers’ high motivation to integrate the
strategies in the project into their teaching will help increase student achievement on the
tests and otherwise in the classroom. The PD, in which innovative teaching will be
developed, can be incorporated not only for the high school students but also for the
middle and elementary school students.
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Graduate teacher preparation programs cannot always adequately train preservice
teachers for all classroom situations. To fill such gaps, PD training programs can be
extremely beneficial (Shady et al., 2013). PD programs for teachers are acknowledged as
means to help young people learn complex and analytical skills necessary for the 21st
century (Telese, 2012). The educational system and administrators are called on to
provide more effective professional learning than in the past, especially because students
are expected to be college- and career-ready upon graduation from high school (Telese,
2012).
With accountability as a vehicle for change, the federally mandated ESEA
focused on transitioning students, teachers, and schools to a system aligned with collegeand career-ready standards for all students (NCLB, 2002; Spellings, 2007). In the
Common Core state standards, this new focus included development of differentiated
accountability systems and undertaking reforms to support effective classroom
instruction and school leadership (Council of Chief State School Officers, 2013). This PD
can help effect such accountability and social change. It addresses teachers’ concerns and
frustrations about teaching for standardized test preparation, motivating them to use more
creative teaching methods, teaching students more critical thinking skills, and
encouraging their engagement with the subject area content. These strategies will help
teachers prepare students for the 21st-century challenges they will face as they enter
college and pursue careers.
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Reflection on the Importance of the Work
The importance of the project can be viewed in several ways. First, through the
PD training sessions, teachers will gain information that they may use to help decrease
their pressure and stresses of teaching for standardized test preparation. In turn, reduction
of these negatives will increase their motivation and desire to teach. Second, in the
process of the work, teachers will learn to implement integrative teaching strategies and
create innovative classroom activities and lessons that should increase student interest
and encourage them to become more creative in their learning.
Third, in the PD collaborative mode, teachers will learn from other teachers who
have successfully implemented various teaching modes in their classroom. Teachers will
also share their creative ideas for combining the teaching of critical thinking skills and
skills for test preparation. In the PD, with feedback from their peers and reflections on
their classroom experiences, teachers will be able to evaluate which strategies students
prefer and which prove most effective for promoting achievement. As the school year
commences and teachers use what they have learned in the PD, they will be able to
further assess the effectiveness of the integration of teaching approaches. Understanding
the effects of certain strategies or tools, teachers will increase their implementation of
effective teaching strategies.
Finally, the successful implementation of this PD may lead to its use as a model.
This model would be used, first, for similar additional PDs in the research district, and
second, for schools across the southeastern United States and other regions. These
schools are struggling with closing the achievement gap (Al-Fadhli & Singh, 2010;
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Blank, 2011; Guitterez, 2014). With implementation of PDs that are directly related to
teachers’ needs, such as the present PD, teachers may become less frustrated and
pressured and students’ test scores may be improved.
Implications, Applications, and Directions for Future Research
The purpose of this project was to discover rural high school teachers’
perceptions, teaching practices, and experiences with the requirements of state
standardized testing. Through the interviews, teachers voiced psychological and contentrelated dissatisfactions with the requirement to teach to the test and requested a PD that
would help them integrate this requirement with more innovative teaching. Research
documents that PDs increases teachers’ positive attitudes (McGee et al., 2013; Shady et
al., 2013), help teachers teach better, and students learn better (Abilock et al., 2013;
Antoniou & Kyriakides, 2013; Fisher & Frey, 2014; Sample McMeeking et al., 2012;
Telese, 2012).
The participants’ responses and request for a PD indicated their conviction that if
students are to learn more profoundly and creatively, teachers must be more creative and
innovative in their teaching. Teachers must be prepared to implement different teaching
strategies for student learning, with application of strategies such as those offered in the
PD. With these different strategies, teachers should be more successful in teaching for
standardized test preparation and incorporating creative methods into their teaching.
Following the present PD, implementation of additional PDs would help the
faculty of the local school to unite as a team. In addition, other faculty could be invited to
subsequent PDs. As noted above, the current PD can be adapted for middle and
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elementary teachers. Staff and administrators could be invited to subsequent PDs to help
them understand the unique challenges of the teachers. An additional benefit of this
participation could be teachers’ requests and administrators’ granting of funding and
materials for further helping teachers. Such applications would not only boost teachers’
motivations and enhance their classroom performance but also help them develop critical
thinking skills strategies for more effective student learning.
I learned in the participant interviews that each participant was willing to attend
the 3-day PD to increase student achievement on state-mandated test. The PD was
developed with their willingness and needs in mind. NCLB has been modified with
Common Core standards (Anderson, Harrison, & Lewis, 2012). Recently, President
Obama advocated fewer standardized tests (Lederman & Kerr, 2015). Nevertheless, the
major test requirements remain, with teachers’ accompanying problems. Thus, I foresee
many PDs being offered in the future to help struggling teachers build upon their
knowledge and teaching skills and impact student achievement by teaching their students
not only to prepare for the tests but also to learn creatively and in more depth.
Future research may take several forms. Following from my recommendations for
alternative approaches, above, future research could take place after several PDs were
conducted with the local school high school teachers throughout the school year. Both
formative and summative evaluations could be administered. With comparison of the
results, recommendations could be made for regular, ongoing PDs for the teachers in
dealing with the challenges of teaching for standardized test preparation. Additionally,
based on the high school teachers’ PDs, workshops could be developed for both the
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elementary and middle school teachers who also must teach to the test. Qualitative
interviews such as those in the present study could help identify these teachers’ problems
and PDs tailored to meet their needs.
Further, if administrators were included in the PDs, their feedback and
evaluations could be informative and revealing in terms of the problems they encounter
with district and state regulations. Inclusion of administrators could lead to greater
understanding and teamwork between them and their teachers. Teachers may recognize
the problems of administrators more deeply and even suggest solutions. As results would
be reported, such a PD could lead other school districts to include administrators.
Finally, qualitative studies and additional PDs based on my project could be
offered in other school districts with similar demographics. Findings could be compared
with mine in terms of the teachers’ challenges, experiences, and perceived problems in
teaching for standardized test preparation. Findings of parallel studies may further
document the extent of teachers’ problems with standardized test preparation and reveal
additional innovative strategies for them to incorporate into their classrooms for their
students’ more sustained interest and deeper learning.
Conclusion
Based on the participants’ interviews, I saw the need to develop a project that
would address their concerns and frustrations in teaching for standardized test
preparation. Through additional research and study of the teachers’ responses, I
formulated a PD that could do so. I believe that my PD project has the depth and breadth
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to meet the participants’ needs in ways they have indicated and after delivery to which
they may refer.
The relatively new Common Core Standards call for state education leaders to
move beyond subject area testing program requirements. Critics of Common Core have
pointed out that they “are no improvement over the current set of state standards. The
Common Core State Standards are simply another set of performance objectives”
(Tienken & Orlich, 2013, p. 6). The roles of classroom teachers to prepare students for
college and career in the 21st century remain the same.
For teachers to meet the ongoing and current challenges of teaching today, they
must keep in mind the institutional requirements as well as the need to encourage
students to think critically and creatively. With development of these thinking skills,
students will become more successful in both the state tests and critical thinking applied
to all their subject areas. Continued PD programs for teachers, addressing their stated
needs for these challenges, provides a major means for their training in integration of the
required material and creative teaching strategies.
PDs, such as the one developed for this project, give teachers the support they
need in both theoretical and practical forms. These forms help them conquer their
frustrations and dissatisfactions with teaching for standardized test preparation, regain
their motivation to teach, and use additional teaching strategies that are more creative and
engage their students more profoundly. Through these means, the teachers will help their
students succeed in school and in life.
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Appendix A: The Project

Full Agenda: Curriculum and Materials
Teachers’ Professional Development Training:
Teachers’ Problems With Teaching to the Test and Solutions

Day 1: Wednesday

Total Hours: 6

Morning
8:00 a.m.-8:30 Introductions: Researcher introduces topics, facilitator, and IT member.
• Participants introduce themselves.
• Facilitator shares private website address and login for the PD.
• IT staff member demonstrates website access and gives teachers
contact information for questions and problems. Each teacher is
assigned a subpage to post all productions.
• PowerPoint: Purpose, Goals, Learning Objectives of PD (see below).
8:30-10:00

Healthy Practices to Address Teachers’ Pressure and Stress (RQ2,
Theme 1).
• Prompt: My New Healthy Practices (see below). Teachers complete.
• Small groups: Teachers complete prompt and prepare presentations to
address larger group.
• Presentations, resolutions.

10:00-10:15

Break

10:15-12:00

•
•

12:00 p.m.-1:00

Discussion: How new healthy habits lessen stresses and pressures from
teaching to the test.
Teacher production: Teachers research resources (e.g., articles, books,
videos) to support their healthy practices and post on website for all.
Lunch
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Afternoon
1:00p.m.-2:30 Teaching to the Test: Positive and Negative Effects (RQ1, Themes 1,
4)
• Introduction: Facilitator introduces topic, toward increasing teachers’
awareness of both positives and negatives and solutions.
• Prompt: Positives and Negatives of Teaching to the Test (see below).
• Role plays: A complaining student. In dyads, one teacher role plays a
student complaining about the negatives and the other teacher
responds.
2:30-2:45
2:45-3:30

Break
•
•
•
•
•
•

Protocol: Answering a Complaining Student (see below).
Discussion of teachers’ responses to protocol.
Formative Evaluation: Day 1 (see below). Teachers post on website.
Reflective period: From formative evaluation, teachers reflect on their
learning and progress of first day, with discussion.
Teacher production: Teachers research possible additional responses to
negatives and post on website for all to access.
Facilitator and developer study formative evaluations and if necessary
make corrections for Day 2 based on feedback.

Day 2: Thursday

Total Hours: 6

Morning
8:00 a.m.-8:30 Feedback: Feedback and discussion from Day 1 formative evaluation.
8:30-10:00

Creative Teaching Strategies 1 (RQ4, Theme 1)
• PowerPoint: Differences between Traditional and Innovative Teaching
(see below).
• Discussion: Teachers discuss the pros and cons in their experience of
various creative teaching strategies.
• Handout: Table of Representative Creative Teaching Strategies (see
below).

10:00-10:15

Break

10:15-12:00

•
•
•

Protocol: An Effective Creative Teaching Strategy in My Classroom
(see below).
Handout: Fishbone Diagrams (see below).
PowerPoint: Thinking Maps (see below).
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•
•

Handout: Think Dots Activity (see below).
Teacher production: Teachers choose one strategy in their subject area,
using models if they wish. They write out a description of the strategy,
example of application in subject area, impediments and benefits they
foresee, whether they used it before, and if so effectiveness in their
classroom.

12:00 p.m.-1:00 Lunch
Afternoon
1:00p-2:30

2:30-2:45
2:45-3:30

Creative Teaching Strategies 2 (RQ4, Theme 1)
• Sharing of Teachers Effective Creative Teaching Strategies: Teachers
present their creative teaching strategies, using their computers to post
their examples.
• For sharing, teachers volunteer to present their strategy and application
in a lesson. Reciprocal Teaching: Group members role play as
students. As teachers present, facilitator encourages “students” to ask
questions, request further explanations, raise objections.
• Protocol: Creativity and Facts (see below).
Break
•
•
•
•
•
•

Discussion: Integration of Creative Teaching and Standardized Test
Preparation. Based on protocol, participants share their conclusions,
thoughts, and a lesson plan for implementation with integration.
Formative Evaluation: Day 2 (see below). Teachers post on website.
Reflective period: From formative evaluation, teachers reflect on their
learning and progress of second day, with discussion
Facilitator and developer study formative evaluations and if necessary
make corrections for Day 3 based on feedback.
Teacher production: Teachers research other creative strategies. Write
out descriptions of how they can be used in their individual subject
areas, share them on the website and invite other teachers’ comments.
Handout: Resources for Creative Teaching (see below).
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Day 3: Friday

Total Hours: 6

Morning
8:00 a.m.-8:30 Feedback: Feedback and discussion from Day 2 formative evaluation
and teachers’ sharing of creative strategies.
8:30a-10:00

How Motivated Are You? (RQ3, Themes 1, 2, 3)
• Introduction by facilitator of teachers’ motivation to teach as affected
by teaching to the test, with summary of study participants’ responses.
• Prompt and Self-Analysis: Motivation, Self-Efficacy/Self-Confidence,
Commitment to Students (see below).
• Small groups: Sharing of thoughts, feelings, perspectives on
motivation to teach, with possible remedies. One teacher in each group
posts list of possible remedies on website.

10:00-10:15

Break

10:15-12:00

•
•

•

Further discussion and sharing of self-analyses:
Self-Efficacy/Self-Confidence, Commitment to Students
Small groups: Teachers discuss how to increase their self-efficacy/selfconfidence in teaching to the test, integration of creative strategies, and
commitment to students. One teacher in each group posts list of
possible remedies on website.
Large group: Each group presents their remedies and facilitator invites
large-group feedback.

12:00 p.m.-1:00 Lunch
Afternoon
1:00p-2:30

Support by District and Other Institutions (RQ1, Theme 4, Subtheme
3; RQ3, Theme 4)
• Introduction by facilitator: “Gripes” about lack of official support,
from study interviews.
• Group discussion: Teachers reiterate, add to, their complaints. Make
suggestions and recommendations about enlisting support.
• Prompt: Preparation for Meeting With a District (State, Federal)
Official (see below)
• Teachers post their prompt responses on website.
• Role play, dyads: From prompt preparation, one teacher plays an
official in the group meeting. Dialogue about official’s objections and
teachers’ critiques and recommendations, with input from group.
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•
•

Large group: Teacher production: Teachers create plan of action to
share with principal and district official. Plan of action posted on
website.
Introduction of principal and district administrator. Teachers share
their plan of action and principal and administrator are invited to give
input.

2:30-2:45

Break

2:45-3:30

Teachers’ Reflective Period and Recommendations (RQ4,
Themes 1 and 2)
• Summative Evaluation: Day 3 (see below).
• Reflective period: From summative evaluation, teachers reflect on
their learning and progress of third day and full PD and share in the
group.
• Large group discussion: Relationship of evaluations to learning
objectives.
• Large group discussion: Teachers’ suggestions for improvements and
recommendations.
• Teacher production: Teachers write and share next actions (e.g.,
informal meetings as a group or small groups, postings on website,
next PD).
• Follow-up: Website stays mounted. Teachers “check in” monthly,
sharing experiences, insights, problems, solutions.
• Facilitator’s closing remarks: Thanks participants for attending.
encourages them to keep checking in on website, requests their input
for next PD in person, via e-mail, or on website.
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PowerPoint: Purpose, Goals, Learning Objectives of PD

Teachers’ Professional
Development Training
►Purpose
► Goals
► Learning Outcomes
S. Bennett, Facilitator
A. Raymond, Developer
August 2016
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Purpose of the Program
To address teachers’ problems in teaching to the test,
as identified in the interviews:
Feelings of pressure and stress from requirement to teach to the test.
Negatives of teaching to the test.
Lack of confidence in integration of creative teaching strategies.
Low motivation and desire to teach.
Lack of district and other institutional support.
2
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Goals
1.

To help teachers identify their specific habits that lead to feelings of pressure
and stress in teaching to the test.

2.

To help teachers understand and verbalize the positives and negatives of
teaching to the test.

3.

To help teachers gain practice in integration of creative teaching strategies
and standardized test preparation.

4.

To help teachers understand and identify their low motivation and desire to
teach.

5.

To help teachers establish plans for meeting with district and other officials.
3
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Learning Outcomes
1.

Teachers will list their specific habits that lead to feelings of pressure and stress in
teaching to the test and healthy solutions for each. Teachers will produce resources to
support healthy habits.

2.

Teachers will complete table of positives and negatives of teaching to the test and role play
in dyads to demonstrate their understanding.

3.

Teachers will gain practice in integration of creative teaching strategies and standardized
test preparation by producing example and description in their subject area of one strategy
and classroom application. Selected teachers will demonstrate their strategy before the
group. Teachers will locate resources for additional creative strategies.

4.

Teachers will analyze and summarize their reasons for low motivation and desire to teach.

5.

Teachers will prepare an agenda for meeting with district or other officials and role play
with one teacher as official in the group meeting.
4
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Additional Benefits
►

Teachers share their experiences, insights, perceptions
about their difficulties in teaching to the test.

►

Teachers share their PD productions and resources.

►

Teachers develop greater camaraderie and support network
for help with other possible problems.

►

Teachers can access PD website at any time.
5
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Prompt: My New Healthy Practices

To Reverse

Diet

Exercise

Rest

“Me” Time

Other Activities
That Nurture Me

Perceived Barrier

New Healthy Habit
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Prompt: Positives and Negatives of Teaching to the Test

1. In what ways do you believe teaching to the test benefits:
a. Your students: _________________________________________________
Why? ____________________________________________________
b. Your teaching: _________________________________________________
Why? ____________________________________________________
2. In what ways do you believe teaching to the test hinders or constraints:
a. Your students: ___________________________________________________
Why? ______________________________________________________
b. Your teaching: ___________________________________________________
Why? ______________________________________________________
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Protocol: Answering a Complaining Student

1. From your prompt on positives and negatives of teaching to the test and role plays, list
the negatives you believe a student would complain about.
________________________________________________________________________
2. In your own words, communicate to student(s) you understand. Explain that the
requirement is to help the students and the school.
________________________________________________________________________
3. Address each negative with a positive (e.g., rote memorization leads to mastery of the
facts).
________________________________________________________________________
4. Share with student(s) your plans for incorporating more creative teaching strategies
into a lesson. Give one example (e.g., themed unit).
________________________________________________________________________
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Formative Evaluation: Day 1

1. These topics are especially important to me:

____________________________________________________________
2. I feel that the following are working well in this PD:

____________________________________________________________
3. These aspects of the program could be improved:

_____________________________________________________________
4. Here are my suggestions for improvements:

_____________________________________________________________

THANK YOU FOR PARTICIPATING!
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PowerPoint: Differences between Traditional and Innovative Teaching

From: Brown, S. (2014). Traditional vs. innovative teaching methods. Professional
development presentation. Hollandale, MS: Author.
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Handout: Table of Representative Creative Teaching Strategies

Representative
Creative Teaching
Strategy

Brief Description

Example

1. Reciprocal Teaching
(Role Plays)

The student becomes the
teacher after the task has been
modeled by the teacher.
Students learn to lead small
group discussions while
focusing on:
a. summarizing,
b. question generating,
c. clarifying,
d. predicting.

In U.S. History I, teacher
models one difference
between leadership styles of
two generals in Civil War.
Student then leads discussion
on other differences. Assigns
fellow students to write
summaries and ask additional
questions.

2. Miniworkshops

Short or small tasks that
narrows in on specific topics
or focal points where students
may show deficiencies. This
can be used to lead into larger
concepts.

In English I, teacher asks
students to summarize
character description. Then
teacher leads students to how
the characteristics are
demonstrated in later
passage.

3. Graphic Organizers:
Fishbones, mind maps,
thinking maps

Give learners a pictorial view
and method of conceptualizing
thoughts and ideas. Helps
them organize thoughts and
plan material to comprehend
with ease.

In Biology I, teacher supplies
a thinking map about
photosynthesis. Asks
students to fill it in on using a
Bubble Map for overview of
photosynthesis and how it is
uses light energy, carbon
dioxide, and water to make
organic molecules.
Discussion follows.
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Representative
Creative Teaching
Strategy

Brief Description

Example

4. Think Dots

Prompt students into thinking
on different levels by giving a
variety of ways to assess and
discuss the skills being taught.

In English I, teacher assigns
a story and asks students to
analyze it for plot, character
development, climax. Then
students choose a character
and write a little from the
character about the story
experience.

5. Crosscurriculum
Themes

Strategy to approach a topic
from different perspectives
(different classes) to teach
students integration of
subjects.

With teacher collaboration, in
U.S. History I, students
discuss causes and
outcomes of World War II. In
English I, students write
letters as if soldiers fighting
the war.

6. Exit Cards

Cards used to assess whether
or not students have gained
important skills. The cards
pose questions to students at
the end of a lesson or class to
test students’ understanding.

In Algebra I, teacher assigns
students an equation in
which they must find the sum
of the squares of the lengths
of the legs of a right triangle.
Students must show work
and answers on the exit card.

7. Small Group
Discussion

A collaborative learning
strategy to build student
capacity for understanding
through open discussion.
Students learn from each
other. This method helps
promote a specialized

In English I, students read an
assigned book and view a
movie based on the book
(e.g., The Giver). Book
assignment is 1 week.
Movie viewing is a double
class period. Teacher
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Representative
Creative Teaching
Strategy

Brief Description

Example

approach, especially when
students are grouped
according to ability level,
skills, deficiencies, or
commonalities.

first models
discussion/questions on
similarities, differences,
omissions. Students resume in
small groups. Present group
reports after meetings.

8. Thematic Units,
Student Portfolios

Combines curriculum
objectives and creative
strategies to organize a lesson
around a central theme or
topic.

In U.S. History, on theme of
Native American early life,
teacher guides students to
students produce charts of
facts, drawings or
photographs of typical
artifacts, maps, essays from
standpoints of teenagers in
the culture.

9. Relation of Learning
to Practical
Applications

Application of principles to
students’ own lives.

In Algebra I, students
demonstrate use of a
mathematical concept to solve
a problem in their own lives.
For example, a student has
friends over to the house and
wants to buy pizza for
everyone. The student has
$30.00 to spend. One medium
pizza (cheese only) is $9.50
and one large is $11.50. How
many medium or large pizzas
could the student buy? The
student must use equations to
arrive at the answers.
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Protocol: An Effective Creative Teaching Strategy in My Classroom

1. Choose one of the creative strategies in the handout, preferably one you are not
familiar with.
2. With Internet resources or other resources, supply a description of the strategy.
3. Produce an example of how you will apply the strategy in your subject area.
4. List possible impediments and benefits of using this strategy with your students.
5. Supply information on how you would overcome impediments.
6. Discuss why you would see this as an effective creative strategy with your
students.
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Handout: Fishbone Diagrams

209
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PowerPoint: Thinking Maps

THINKING MAPS
>Circle Map
>Bubble Map
>Double Bubble Map
>Brace Map
>Tree Map
>Flow Map
>Multi-flow Map
>Bridge Map
1
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CIRCLE MAP
Thinking Skill: Defining in Context & Brainstorming
How do
you know
this?

Ideas,
examples,
definition

How do
you know
this?

Ideas,
examples,
definition

Main
Idea or
Concept

Ideas,
examples,
definition

How do
you know
this?

Ideas,
examples,
definition

How do
you know
this?

2

212

BUBBLE MAP
Thinking Skill: Describing

Describing
word or
phrase
(adjective)

Describing
word or
phrase
(adjective)
Describing
word or
phrase
(adjective)

Main
Idea or
Concept
Describing
word or
phrase
(adjective)

Describing
word or
phrase
(adjective)

Describing
word or
phrase
(adjective)
3
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DOUBLEBUBBLE MAP

Unique
Attribute
of Idea #1

Unique
Attribute
of Idea #1

Unique
Attribute
of Idea #1

Unique
Attribute
of Idea #1

Similarity

Unique
Attribute
of Idea #2
Unique
Attribute
of Idea #2

Similarity

Idea #1

Similarity

Idea #2

Similarity
Unique
Attribute
of Idea #1

Unique
Attribute
of Idea #2

Unique
Attribute
of Idea #2

Unique
Attribute
of Idea #2

Similarity
4

Thinking Skill: Compare/Contrast
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BRACE MAP
Thinking Skill: Whole to Part Reasoning
Sub- Parts
Major Part

Sub-Parts
Sub- Parts

Whole Object
Major Part

Sub- Parts
Sub-Parts
Sub- Parts

Major Part

Sub- Parts
Sub-Parts
Sub- Parts

5
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TREE MAP
Thinking Skill: Classify/Categorize

Title
Category

Category

Category

Member

Member

Member

Member

Member

Member

Member

Member

Member

6
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FLOW MAP
Thinking Skill: Sequencing
Event Title
1st thing that
happened

4th thing that
happened

2nd thing that
happened

5th thing that
happened

3rd thing that
happened

6th thing that
happened

7
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MULTI-FLOW MAP
Thinking Skill: Comparing/Contrasting

Cause

Cause

Cause

Effect

Event

Effect

Effect

8
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BRIDGE MAP
Thinking Skill: Analogies
EXAMPLE #1:
House

as

Car

as

Jet

Automobile

Home

Airplane

Relating Factor: synonyms
“The word “house” is a synonym for “home” AS the word “car is a synonym for “automobile” AS “airplane” is a synonym for “jet.

EXAMPLE #2:
Red
Rose

as

Yellow
Sun

as

Green
Grass

Relating Factor: is the color of . . .
“Red is the color of a rose AS yellow is the color of the sun AS green is the color of grass.

9
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Handout: Think Dots Activity
“Thank You, Ma’am”
Short Story by Langston Hughes
Published 1958

Analyze


Create


This story takes place in the 1950s. How
would changing the setting to the current
time affect the plot? Could Mrs. Jones
behave similarly in today’s society? What
might the author have to change to
communicate a similar theme?

Write a letter from the boy to Mrs. Jones
ten years after this story takes place.
Describe how the incident in the story
changed his character, and as a result, his
life. What did he say to her about giving
people second chances?

Evaluate


Analyze


There are several themes or life lessons in
this story. What do you believe is the most
important theme and why? Cite two pieces
of evidence from the text to support your
answer.

Look at the picture on page 65 of your text.
What might you infer about the tone and
mood of the story based on this picture?
Compare this to the tone and mood in the
story.

Create



Evaluate



Write a rap song or poem based on either
the boy or Mrs. Jones. What characteristics
do they have both physical and mental?
How would you put their actions into
words? Your song or poem must be a
minimum of four stanzas.

Evaluate the conflict in the story. What
problem does Mrs. Jones have? What
problem does the boy have? How are these
problems related? Can both the woman and
the boy have what they want? What
internal and external conflicts do the
characters face?
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Protocol: Creativity and Facts
Based on our learning and activities in this PD, reflect on your thoughts and feelings
about integration of creative teaching strategies with the learning of facts for standardized
test preparation.

1. List three advantages of the integration for your students.
_____________________________________________________________________
2. List three advantages of the integration for you as the teacher.
_____________________________________________________________________
3. List three disadvantages of the integration for your students.
__________________________________________________________________
4. List three disadvantages of the integration for you as the teacher.
_____________________________________________________________________
5. List or describe what actions and activities you will perform resulting from this PD
for greater integration of creativity and learning of facts.
____________________________________________________________________
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Formative Evaluation: Day 2

1. These topics are especially important to me:

____________________________________________________________
2. I feel that the following are working well in this PD:

____________________________________________________________
3. These aspects of the program could be improved:

_____________________________________________________________
4. Here are my suggestions for improvements:

_____________________________________________________________
5. In my view, was the second day better than the first? Why or why not?

_____________________________________________________________

THANK YOU FOR PARTICIPATING!
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Handout: Resources for Creative Teaching

Annetta, L. A., Holmes, S. Y., Vallett, D., Fee, M., Cheng, R., & Lamb, R. (2013).
Cognitive aspects of creativity: Science learning through serious educational
games. In M. B. Gregerson, H. T. Snyder, & J. C. Kaufman (Eds.), Teaching
creatively and teaching creativity (pp. 53-62). New York, NY: Springer.
Gardner, P. (2014). Creative English, creative curriculum: New perspectives for key
stage 2. New York, NY: Routledge.
Orlich, D., Harder, R., Callahan, R., Trevisan, M., & Brown, A. (2013). Teaching
strategies: A guide to effective instruction (10th ed.). Belmont, CA: Wadsworth
Cengage Learning.
Starko, A. J. (2013). Creativity in the classroom: Schools of curious delight (5th ed.).
New York, NY: Routledge.
Zevin, Jack. (2015). Social studies for the twenty-first century: Methods and materials for
teaching in middle and secondary schools. New York, NY: Routledge.
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Prompt and Self-Analysis: Motivation, Self-Efficacy/Self-Confidence,

Commitment to Students

After participating so far in this PD, rate your degree of motivation to teach on the
following scale.
5 = Extremely Motivated
4 = Quite Motivated
3 = Undecided
2 = Somewhat Motivated
1 = Not at All Motivated
Now respond to the following questions:
1. Recalling my motivation to teach when I entered this PD, what is the contrast or
similarity now?
________________________________________________________________________
2. If motivation has changed: To what do I attribute my change in motivation?
________________________________________________________________________
3. In what ways can I sustain and build on my renewed motivation?
________________________________________________________________________
4. If motivation has not changed: To what do I attribute my lack of change?
________________________________________________________________________
5. In what ways can I renew my motivation?
________________________________________________________________________
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Self-Efficacy/Self-Confidence in Teaching to the Test

After participating so far in this PD, rate your degree of self-confidence in teaching to the
test on the following scale:
5 = Extremely Self-Confidence
4 = Quite Self-Confident
3 = Undecided
2 = Somewhat Self-Confident
1 = Not at All Self-Confident
Now respond to the following questions:
1. Recalling my self-confidence when I entered this PD, what is the contrast or similarity
now?
________________________________________________________________________
2. If self-confidence has changed: To what do I attribute my change in self-confidence?
________________________________________________________________________
3. In what ways can I sustain and build on my renewed self-confidence?
________________________________________________________________________
4. If self-confidence has not changed: To what do I attribute my lack of change?
________________________________________________________________________
5. In what ways can I renew my self-confidence?
________________________________________________________________________
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Commitment to My Students

After participating so far in this PD, rate your degree of commitment to your students on
the following scale:
5 = Extremely Committed
4 = Quite Committed
3 = Undecided
2 = Somewhat Committed
1 = Not at All Committed

1. Recalling my commitment when I entered this PD, what is the contrast or similarity
now?
________________________________________________________________________
2. If commitment has changed: To what do I attribute my change in commitment?
________________________________________________________________________
3. In what ways can I sustain and build on my renewed commitment?
________________________________________________________________________
4. If commitment has not changed: To what do I attribute my lack of change?
________________________________________________________________________
5. In what ways can I renew my commitment to my students?
________________________________________________________________________
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Prompt: Preparation for Meeting With a District (State, Federal) Official

You are preparing for this important meeting to present your case for support.

1. How can you enlist the principal to support your case?
2. What specific “gripes” do you have about teaching to the test? List them. Be specific
in your subject area/school.
E.g., students are bored, “turn off,” do not apply themselves.
3. What reasons/rationales can you give for incorporating creative teaching strategies
into your lessons?
E.g., students become more interested, learn in more depth; teachers become more
creative and motivated to teach.
4. What suggestions/recommendations can you make for the official’s support?
E.g., official attends PD; regular meetings of principal and teachers with official
for progress reports; teachers’ feedback on student progress.
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Summative Evaluation: Day 3

1. In what ways did the PD help you with pressure and stress of teaching to the test?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
2. In what ways did the PD help you increase or regain your motivation and enthusiasm
for teaching?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
3. In what ways did the PD help you integrate test preparation and more creative teaching
strategies in your lesson plans?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
4. In what ways did the PD help you in meeting with officials?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
5. What aspects of the PD were the most helpful to you?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
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6. What areas or activities of the PD would you improve?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
7. Why would you improve these areas or activities?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
8. How would you improve these areas or activities?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
7. Would you like to see additional PDs on these topics? Why?
________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
8. Other comments are welcome.
________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________

THANK YOU FOR PARTICIPATING!
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Appendix B: Letter of Permission From School
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Appendix C: Recruitment Invitation

HOW DO YOU FEEL ABOUT TEACHING TO THE TEST?
Your views and experiences are requested for a research study.
This study is part of a doctoral dissertation by Alberta Raymond at Walden University
exploring your perceptions and practices about “teaching to the test.” The title is
Preparing Students for Standardized Testing: Rural High School Teachers’ Perceptions,
Teaching Practices, and Expectations.
You are invited to participate if you fulfill the following:
Teach full-time at the high school.
Teach in one or more of the subject areas requiring a standardized test at the end
of the school year (English II, Algebra I, Biology I, U.S. History).
Want to share your beliefs about the requirement of teaching to the test and its
effects on your feelings of pressure and stress and motivation to teach.
You will be asked to meet with the researcher, Alberta Raymond, for a private audiotaped
interview about your beliefs and experiences. The interview should take from 60 to 90
minutes. Your later review of your transcript is requested and should take 30 to 45
minutes.
Your participation is completely voluntary and you may withdraw at any time, and all
information you supply will be reported without use of your name. There is no monetary
compensation for participating. But you may gain satisfaction and additional selfknowledge from discussing your responses as a teacher to state-mandated standardized
testing.
If you are interested in participating in the study, please contact the researcher, Alberta
Raymond, at araymond@waldenu.edu or XXX-XXX-XXXX. You may also contact her
advisor, Dr. Richard Penny at glenn.penny@waldenu.edu or XXX-XXX-XXXX. If you
would like to talk privately about your rights as a participant, you may call Dr. Leilani
Endicott. She is the Walden University representative who can discuss this with you. Her
phone number is 1 800 925-3368, extension 1210.
Your participation is very much appreciated.
Sincerely,
Alberta Raymond, EdS, MA
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Appendix D: Consent Form

You are invited to take part in a project study of your perceptions and experiences in
teaching with the focus on standardized testing, especially your feelings of pressure and
stress, your motivation to teach, and your recommendations for integration of “teaching
to the test” with more creative forms of teaching. The researcher is inviting 10 teachers
who teach at the high school in the state-tested areas of English II, Algebra I, Biology I,
and U.S. History in Grades 9 through 12 at the high school to be in the study. This form
is part of a process called “informed consent” to allow you to understand this study
before deciding whether to take part.
This study is being conducted by a researcher named Alberta Raymond, who is a doctoral
student at Walden University. You may already know the researcher as a teacher who
works closely with each of you, but this study is separate from that role.
Background Information:
The purpose of this study is to explore your lived experiences as a high school teacher at
your current school in terms of your perceptions of the required state standardized testing
and its effects on your teaching, that is, your pressure, stress, and motivations for
teaching, as well as your recommendations for improvement.
Procedures:
If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to:
● Complete a short demographic questionnaire.
● Participate in a private, audiorecorded interview with the researcher away
from the school, lasting 60 to 90 minutes.
● Review the researcher’s written report of your interview from the
audiotaped sessions to be sure the information is accurate, and review the
researcher’s conclusions from the data. This process should take 30 to 45 minutes.
Here are some sample questions:
● What are your perceptions of teaching to the test?
● What are your perceptions of pressure and stress in relation to
standardized testing?
● How has your motivation to teach been affected by standardized
testing?
● What are your recommendations for integrating standardized test
preparation with creative and content-focused teaching strategies?
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Voluntary Nature of the Study:
This study is voluntary. Everyone will respect your decision of whether or not you
choose to be in the study. No one at the high school will treat you differently if you
decide not to be in the study. If you decide to join the study now, you can still change
your mind later. You may stop at any time.
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:
Being in this type of study involves some risk of the minor discomforts that can be
encountered in daily life, such as reliving the stress and pressure of teaching to the test.
Being in this study would not pose risk to your safety or wellbeing.
However, potential benefits include your greater understanding of your perceptions of
teaching to the test, how it affects your motivation to teach, and self-discovery of your
recommendations to integrate test preparation with more creative teaching strategies.
Payment:
There will be no payment, thank you gifts, or reimbursements for participants.
Privacy:
Any information you provide will be kept confidential. The researcher will not use your
personal information for any purposes outside of this research project. Also, the
researcher will not include your name or anything else that could identify you in the
study reports. Data will be kept secure on a password-protected flashdrive, with the
password known only to the researcher. The data will be kept in a locked file cabinet in
the researcher’s home office. Data will be kept for a period of at least 5 years, as required
by the university.
Contacts and Questions:
You may ask any questions you have now. Or if you have questions later, you may
contact the researcher via alberta.raymond@waldenu.edu or XXX-XXX-XXXX. If you
want to talk privately about your rights as a participant, you can call Dr. Leilani Endicott.
She is the Walden University representative who can discuss this with you. Her phone
number is 612 312-1210.
Walden University’s approval number for this study is 03-31-15-0178782 and it expires
on March 30, 2016.
Statement of Consent:
I have read the above information and I feel I understand the study well enough to make a
decision about my involvement. By replying to this e-mail with the words “I Consent,” I
am agreeing to participate.
Please keep/print a copy of this consent form.
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Appendix E: Demographic Questionnaire

Thank you for completing this brief questionnaire. Be assured that your name and all
other personally identifiable information will be kept completely confidential.
Pseudonyms of your name, the high school, and school district will be used to protect
your privacy.
1.

Name: [To be coded for your protection by the researcher]
__________________________________________________________

2.

Ethnicity: __________________________________________________

3.

Gender: ____________________________________________________

4.

Age: _______________________________________________________

5.

Years Teaching: ______________________________________________

6.

Years at the High School: ______________________________________

7.

Grade(s) Taught: _____________________________________________

8.

Subject(s) Taught:____________________________________________
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Appendix F: Interview Guide

Introduction: Thank you for agreeing to meet with me, and thank you for
completing the demographic questionnaire and the consent form.

I would like to ask

you some questions about your perceptions and experiences with teaching to the test. In
my report, your answers will not be identified with you in any way. There are no right or
wrong answers. My goal is to find out how you feel about teaching to the test and the
effects of this requirement on your teaching. Please feel free to respond in additional
ways beyond the questions I ask.
1.

What are your overall perceptions of teaching to the test?
Subquestions:
a.

What are your perceptions daily?

b.

How influenced do you feel by the school officials?

c.

How influenced do you feel by other teachers?

d.

How influenced do you feel by district officials?

e.

How influenced do you feel by state and federal
officials?

f.

What is the influence of teaching to the test on your
teaching methods?

g.

What do you feel are the effects on your students?
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2.

What are your perceptions of pressure and stress in relation to

standardized testing?
Subquestions:
a. How have the pressure and stress affected you (depression,
burnout, physical symptoms, other)?
b. How have you handled the pressure and stress?
3.

How do you assess your competency to teach to the test, and why?
Subquestions:

4.

a.

If you feel your competency is excellent, why?

b.

If you feel your competency is good, why?

c.

If you feel your competency is fair, why?

d.

If you feel your competency is poor, why?

How has your motivation to teach been affected by standardized testing?
Subquestions:
a.

If your motivation has been affected positively, please
explain.

b.

If your motivation has been affected negatively, please
explain.

c.

Do you feel the district, state, and federal agencies can
enhance teaching motivation? Please explain.

d.

What have been the effects of your motivation on your
career goals?
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5.

What are your recommendations for integrating standardized test

preparation with creative strategies?
a.

Do your teaching strategies align test preparation with
creative teaching strategies?

6.

b.

How does the school support this alignment for you?

c.

What other recommendations might you have?

What are your recommendations for integrating standardized test

preparation with content-focused teaching strategies?
a. Does your content-focused teaching align with test preparation?
b. How does the school support this alignment for you?
c. What other recommendations might you have?
7.

What else would you like to add?

__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
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Appendix G: Confidentiality Agreement, Peer Debriefer

